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ABSTRACT 

A vicious circle obtains: the philosophy of science cannot 

or will not concede the scientificity of sociology nor 

consequently provide it wi th a sound methodological 

f 0 un d a t ion; wh i 1 e soc i 0 log yin its sea r c h for the 0 ret i cal 

validation constantly undermines the presuppositions of the 

philosophy of science. This kind of general discursive 

background constitutes the pretext for this thesis which, 

on one level, documents the changing historical structure 

of this fundamentally unstable relationship between the 

possibility of social science and the possibility of social 

criticism. 

More than this, however, sociology, in the context of the 

present investigations, means not social science which 

gravitates towards naturalistic anthropological modes of 

conceptualization of social conditions, but social 

criticism. Sociology is construed as an off-shoot of the 

philosophy of practice and is discovered in the notion of 

critique that designates an attempt to comprehend moral, 

economic and cultural forms as practical and historical 

configurations. What follows, in other words, is a 

prolonged meditation on the implications of a definition of 

sociology as critique. At various locations, the question 

is put: What are the grounds of possibility of social 

criticism as it has been realized by such as Marx, Lukacs, 

Gramsci, Marcuse, Williams, Foucault and others? 
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Ultimately, sociology as critique is found to consist In 

opposition to transcendentalist logic: authoritarianism in 

theory and practice. Logically, critique, itself, has to 

be defined in its negativism: in its indefatigable 

commitment to grasp transcendentalist logic, via various 

hermeneutic strategies, as ideology; which means both as 

theoretical mystification and beyond that, phenomeno

logically, or in substantive terms, as systematic deception 

and containment. 
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INTRODUCTION 



INTRonUCTION 

What I presume to offer is an account of how the philosophy 

of practice has lurched forward through several 

metamorphoses, found 

ideology critique, 

some measure of 

never managed 

self-recognition as 

to ground itself 

epistemologically or methodologically, yet remained the 

only available theoretical medium for the principle of 

neg a t i v i t y : t h r 0 ugh wh i c h pro t est , dis sen t , un f u 1 f i 11 e d 

desire and inarticulate need can appear in discourse. 

Sociology is understood to be, when rescued from its 

positivistic pretension, a variant of the philosophy of 

prac t ice. To pu tit ano ther way, sociology can only be a 

positive anthropology or an indefatigable critique of 

ideology. In the one case, it falls with the success of 

the critique of positivism (though its lack of philosophic 

credentials has not immobilized it; its thoughtlessness is 

probably essential to its continued performance). As a 

variant of the philos.ophy of practice, sociology remains 

submerged in methodological crisis, but it confronts the 

contemporary 

dimension. 

forms of estrangement on a theore tical 

The real obstacle to soci9logy has always been those 

render· society process es tha t overwhelm .consc iousness and 

invisible, which beleaguer individuals 

subjugating them in the name of the 

and populations, 

symbolic, whose 

anonymity and power elude comprehension. ibe problem has 
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been that sUbjectivity has always assumed a transcendent 

form, the true historical subject has been a transcendental 

subject, whose indifference to the thought and actions of 

the supernumeraries of history, has conferred upon it the 

appearance and status of a natural order. Soc io logy has 

found itself no t 

has 

with the task of breaking down 

the victims 

a 

it instead to persuade of prejudice; 

history of 

political 

the inconceivable: that society is primarily a 

reality, an ensemble of social practices, and 

that the distribution of resources and the structure of 

human relations 

transformable. 

is to a considerable extent negotiable and 

The historically induced myopia makes its way into theory, 

into sociological theory, as the problem of naturalism. In 

consequence, the major me thodological s tumbling-block is 

the naturalistic fallacy in whose termS sociology's task is 

to specify the dimensions of social reality, in general and 

finally. The main .symptom of this delusion is the 

deferential relationship that exists between sociology and 

the philosophy of science. Sociologis ts enthralled by the 

na turalis tic fallacy cherish as 

knowledge of soc ie ty tha t is 

knowledge accumulated by 

their theoretical ideal a 

commensurate with the 

the natural sciences. 

Sociologists descend upon the philosophy of science to find 

the sec re t of "pure theory." Cove tous of sc ien t i f ic 

s ta t us , thes e soc iolog is ts seek an unanswerable 

epistemological doctrine which would warrant an ontological 
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the 0 r y 0 f soc i e t y 0 ran a t u r ali s tic ant h r 0 polo g y : wh i c h 

would mean that society's various regions and the laws 

governing 

project. 

th em would underpin a single sociological 

Th e ph il 0 S 0 ph Y 0 f sci e n c e i s no t h i n g but the que s t for 

"pure theory." Nothing more can be said for an imitative 

itself is philosophy of social science. 

something different, however. 

diverge, though it requires some 

Science in 

Its practice and theory 

sociological perspicuity 

to see this. In fact, it takes a very robust sociology to 

con c e p t u a Ii z e t his d i v erg en c e , wh ere a s the 

science will neither admit the existence 

between the theory and practice of science, 

philosophy of 

of this gap 

nor will it 

grant sociology, in whose light the difference can be made 

visible, a licence to operate. Ultimately, though it 

tolerates the efforts of "positive" sociology, the 

philosophy of science can always invoke the fact-value 

dichotomy to explain the possibility of "pure theory" in 

the natural world and the impossibility of "pure theory" in 

the social world. 

Sadly, perhaps, (for the slow-witted theorist) the examples 

of "pur~ theory" so far examined have proven counterfeit. 

It has been the express purpose· of ideology cri tique to 

demonstrate precisely this point. Substantiation of this 

claim would require at this juncture interpolation of the 

main part of this thesis, so let it be said meantime, only 
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tha t ideology critique confronts and unmasks the 

philosophic systems and their satellites, (notably the 

sciences but authoritative discourses generally), where 

they submit "pure theory," "objective knowledge," "a 

detached, disinterested truth," or some equivalent. The 

philosophy of practice advances where ideology critique 

confounds the ontological view point. Its main resource is 

dialectical logic which Richard Bernstein suggests is 
1 

synonymous wi th an excess of irony over convic tion. Less 

sententiously, dialectical logic may be understood to 

involve a serious and subtle contest with the champions of 

"objective knowledge;" whose purpose is to expose implicit 

reliance upon a practical conception, or to define the 

limitation of a perspective in terms of its refusal of a 

practical standpoint. The aim of dialectics is to make the 

arrival of the philosophy of practice irrevocable. The 

irony intrinsic to that style of argumentation reflects the 

fact that the practical philosophy condemns every knowledge 

as fallible, as revis_ble. 

Criticism gravitates towards the great philosophic systems. 

Ideology critique has arrived belatedly as the "bad 

conscience" of these systems. Where they proclaim the 

possibility of pure knowledge and reaffirm the immutability 

of human nature and social relations, dialectical logic is 

deployed to condemn them, or to have them condemn 

themselves as rationalisations and legitimations of the 

rule of an irrational symbolism, as . partizans of a 
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conceptualism or essentialism that violates natural and 

social existence. At the same time, criticism attempts to 

appropriate and transform the prevalent philosophical 

anthropology, rather than to destroy it; the result of such 

"ideologi ca 1 wo rk" shoul d be an awa renes s of the limi t 

imposed upon sociological knowledge by a particular 

conceptual universe; plus release of a repressed practical 

the transposition and factor and familiarity with 

displacement of meaning that betrays repression. In bo th 

respects criticism gravitates towards the great philosophic 

systems as the developed forms of social consciousness. 

Philosophical discourse is 

of social existence, but 

the conceptually developed form 

not in the sense that it 

explicates the truth of practice in an absolutist fashion. 

It is misleading to suggest there are philosophic 

discourses on the one hand, and scientific discourses on 

the other. '!be intellectual division of labour pushes in 

this direction, tends to establish this taxonomy as a 

reality; but, in fact, discourse in general reconciles 

theory and practice. Society has no committee room from 

which the board of directors dictates policy to the 

shop-f loor. Every prac tice 

self-consciousness. For example 

genera tes its 

the mass media in 

own 

its 

dissemination of a plurality of messages for public 

consumption, grounds that activity, self-consciously, in a 

brittle professional code. The natural sciences construct 

another kind of self-understanding. What Foucault calls 
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the episteme, that - ubiquitous, multi-dimensional though 

inadequately conceptualized and fractured rationality which 

per va des and con s t r a ins soc i a lac t ion; wh a t F 0 u c a u 1 t has 

otherwise called the "unthought" to stress its basis in 

practice and referred to as "the historical a priori" to 

emphasize its sedimentation in the structure of social 

relations; this reconstruction of the "collective 

consciousness" and of the "collective unconscious", has no 
2 

centre. Philosophy, self-consciousness has no centralized 

locus of production; it scintillates in innumerable 

episodic events throughout social space and time. 

The theme rehearsed is that of language as de-centred 

subjectivity. What is adjudged to be enormously important 

in this theme is this: firstly, that the philosophy of the 

age is everywhere, diffused though incompletely articulated 

throughout all its practices; secondly, that the historical 

sub jec t in its inca rna t ion as Language exis ts only as a 

conglomerate of discou~ses, that these disparate discourses 

do not emerge as the expression of a single authorial voice 

or central symbolic system; thirdly, that the linguistic 

subject can, nevertheless, be comprehended, in abstracto, 

as a hierarchy of supraindividual discourses, so that 

linguistically we can conceive of a certain "order of 

things-." The reality or positivity of this hierarchy 

becomes apparent in every moment of moral or intellectual 

crisis. At any such moment, in any region of social space, 

philosophy is invoked. As pressure for rational 
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justification mounts a series of explorations is 

inaugurated and conducted through a spiral of upward 

referrals towards a distinctly philosophical discourse, 

where a contradiction of principle can be adequately 

handled. 

It is in this sense, in the sense that there is a 

discursive hierarchy, that a prevailing philosophical 

anthropology can be said to represent an evolved conceptual 

form. No less than the sciences, philosophical 

an th ropology of th is kind res ponds to cris is in socie ty. 

Where the sciences present technical answers, philosophy 

produces answers to moral and intellectual dilemmas. The 

dominant philosophical anthropology sketches the parameters 

of a society's consciousness of its experience of necessity 

and freedom. It thus defines a positive knowledge, insofar 

as it specifies the horizon of rational action. This 

positive knowledge also becomes a strategically decisive 

field of ideological confl ic t. Human exis tence remains 

subject to tyrannical forces; theory tends, in consequence, 

to dispel perplexity on the one hand and to offer 

obfuscating rationalizations on the other. Nevertheless 

philosophy, wherever it appears, contains all there is of 

reason in his tory, bo th as deception and enl igb tenmen t , 

ideology and utopia. 

Tbe achievement of the philosophy of practice, which has 

been dragged into existence on the coat-taila of the great 
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systems of Western philosophy, has been to demonstrate 

that, to date, every attempt to provide a universally valid 

knowledge, to reduce reality to the dimensions of an 

ontology, has failed. Effort to supply science with an 

ultimate foundation, the urge to elevate practical interest 

to the status of a transparent principle, the ideological 

work that eliminates the disturbing effects of the 

historical contradictions that rumble, as it were, in a 

subterranean region, has never been interruptedi but the 

search for a viable "philosophy of origins" has been 

compelled both by circums tance and by criticism to shift 

its ground. In f ac t, the on tological has been elaborated 

in three distinct categorial modalities: i.e., a notion of 

"pure theory" and a na turalis tic anthropology have been 

propounded serially (leaving aside retrogressive current.) 

in the philosophy of consciousness, in the philosophy of 

labour and in the philosophy of language. Subsequently 

these categorial systems have become bankrupt as excessive 

demands have been made upon their resources. The role of 

critique has been to make this process visible, to 

conce p tuali ze it. At th e same time, C r i tic ism has bad to 

explain and bear in mind that ideological bankruptcy has no 

inevitable political effect. There are varieties of 

ideological inflation, subsidy, regional and colonial 

policy. Indeed there is a burgeoning economy of the 

ideological to be taken account of. 

Elaboration of the authoritative categorial systems of 
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consciousness, labour and language may be followed through 

the thought of Kant, Hegel, Marx and Heidegger. Their 

thought is understood to assume a totemic significance and 

to provide anchorages for lesser philosophical endeavours. 

They articulate a positive philosophical knowledge, they 

specify categorially what counts as the horizon of 

perception for a considerable population. Subsidiary 

discourses and their practices appear to clus ter around 

them, whether or not an intellectual debt is acknowledged 

or empirically verifiable for that matter. 'lbes e names 

signify no t individual men, bu t authori ta tive dis courses. 

In this sense, Marx was correct, for example to insist that 

Hegel's standpoint in the Phenomenology was the standpoint 
3 

also of the political economists. (More precisely still, 

Marx saw the political economiats as trappe4, 

philosophically, exactly where Regel had been, mid-way 

between a philosophy of mind and a philosophy of iabour). 

Similarly, Sausure's science of linguistics is 

philosophically crystallized somewhere between Kant and 

Reidegger. 

In what follows much is made of this re1a~ionship between 

systematic philosophy and subsidiary (reflexively 

dependent) anthropological theses on method. 
I 

In Part 1 and 

subs equen tly, the major .discourses (the philosophical, 

rather than the quasi-scientific anthropologies) are 

condemned as systematic-hermetic ontologies and redeemed aa 

substrata of the philosophy of practice. In Cba pter 1, the 
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limit of bourgeois sociology is discovered by Lukacs to be 

determined by total reliance upon the dualistic ontology 

f undamen tal to Kan t ian ph i los oph y. InCh apt e r 2, Lu c i en 

Goldmann breaks through the interpretative prohibition 

imposed by the positivist philosophy of science, which 

suppresses the Kantian dialectic, to rescue a fragile, 

embryonic but indispensable theory of society and history. 

In Part 2. Marxism and to ales s e r ex ten texis ten tialism, 

figure as deconstructions and reformulations of the social 

theory that pervades Hegel's system. In Part 3, Gramsci's 

political philosophy as well as, for example, Raymond 

Williams' Marxis t aes the tic, are presented as discourses 

that flourish in the intes tices of Marx's texts. In Part 

4, Foucault's genealogy of power is introduced as a 

critical perspective embedded in the philosopby of language 

whoses premisses are most clearly articulated by 

Beidegger. 

These various discour.es on man in society are not 

constituted by the philosophic systems, but they are 

represented there, their rationales are encapsulated in 
. 

modes of discursive production that, employ rigorous logical 

criteria. The master-discourses, however, succumb to 

naturalism both from within and without. 
I 

Kant, Marx and 

Heidegger all valued systeaaticity; they offered conceptual 

matrices designed to encompass reality. Additionally, 

however, each provided the rudiments of a discourse 

over-determined many times by naturalistic interpretation. 
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Therefore, Marx no less than Heidegger, mus t be approached 

as the author of profoundly ambiguous texts which, 

nevertheless, remain eminently redeemable from the threat 

of naturalism. The major systems are polemical epicentres 

where the philosophy of practice struggles to elucidate the 

difference between the ontological and the historical. On 

the one hand, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Heidegger, are the authors 

of the great systems of legitimation. lbey supply the 

conceptual soft-ware, they define a kind of quad r i lateral 

within which the history of the human spirit can be 

grasped, somehow essentially. (If the notion of a 

conceptual hierarchy is accepted. surely the highest 

intellectual achievement will be admitted to consist in the 

delineation of the anatomical structure ~f the human 

condition.) Against this idealistic current the practical 

standpoint emphasi.e. the need for con.tantattention to 

tbe circums tance. in which knowledge is deployed. or in 

wbich falDous name. are dropped. It turn. to theory fro. 

tbe matter-at-hand which it ba. con.istently found to be 

tbe problem of estrangement. As Marz ezplained. every age 

defines itself. philosophically, in it. encounter· witb 
4. 

determinate forms of alienation. The importance of tbe 

great names and systems accordingly is understood to inbere 

in their contributions towards decipherment of the multiple 

traces of alienation. All ezplicate the historical 

condi tion whose hall-mark is the unques tioned rule of tbe 

symbolic. Thus according to Adorno the enigmatic relation 

between Hegel and Marx turns on the fact of their common 
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perception of alienation as the "negative supremacy of the 

concept": the crucial difference being that Hegel became 

the apologist, Marx the critic of an irrational symbolic 
5 

order. 

To approach the same distinction from the opposite 

direction or to consider the historical first: Kant, Hegel, 

Marx and Heidegger remain the original contributors to the 

philosophy of practice wi th their respective critiques of 

pure reason (which inaugurated the theme of the primacy of 

practical reason). of nominalism (as tbe absolute 

theoretical brake on historical understanding). of 

political economy (the practical philosopby of tbe 
, _.'.., .":' Cr: ' • .,. ~ ":.' ) ;:... " ~#' 

(the .. , progress' of 
. .' '. ) 

in_trumental reason). .In tbissen.e,.: crltlci. •• ·recl.l.s 
··':· .. ·:~.:..jf··;~\ "_ ... ,"'~;1~'.~~' .' ~ ',' '::.7. ." ; '"I·.':~'.\.··~~'/':, ·~"~'~·~~"·"'.v'. 

tbe ~.tr.tegic philo80phlc ground." At ··the ••• e 1:i.e, howevet; 
, .' '( ~,',! ' ' .:: . " • ( , • ~'.. " . 

sociological criticism. allve to the reality ~f "tbe-i·pri.acy 
. .. . ' .. : ,.... i", 

of practical rea.on, ba. in aucceaaive foraya.reveal,d the 
.' .' ;" ;. . . '/' ~. . 

utopian" pro.ises arti.culated by tbe great'- .ylite •• · 'aa ao 

.any ideological wooden-horaea. Criticia •. ·ba. focussed 

upon tbe manner in which the negatlve ba. been pres.ed into 

the .ervice of the do.inant logic. It recalls how utopias 

can mediate a transcendent constraint or conceal an 

oppressive univer.al principle. It recount. bow the 

di.affection that fosters an alternative conviction has . , . 
become disorientated and distracted in the labyrinths of an 

ideolog~cal dream-vorld. 
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In this light, the philosophy of consciousness may be seen 

to have conceived of the possibility and limit of freedom 

in thought: it celebrated the Enlightenment as release for 

the individual from moral-rational constraint; but it 

succumbed to the backwardness of economic and poli tical 

condi tions in Germany. Subsequently, the philosophy of 

labour may be said to have installed the worker, 

theoretically, at the controls of the system of production; 

while the economic juggernaut, through mechanization, 

organized. firstly, the formation of a working class and, 

secondly, tbe transformation of tbe working class into a 

consumer class. In a third visitation. pbilosopbical 

antbropology bas proclaimed language as the "home' of man." 

Disillusionlllelit wi tb technology:' ha. been accollpaniedby 

theorization of language as;defining tbe fundaaental 

relation .. of freedom and neceaaity. In the aense that hoao 

oecono.icua bas be cOile bOllo ludens. Wit tgena tein ia 

probably the representative figure. Bowever, in the lenae 

that the riae of ideology iapliea the fabrication of a .. 
spacioua but controlled discursive universe. Beidegger'ais 

6. 
the authentic voice. With Reidegger philosophy appears to 

have ratified an epochal reconstruction. At leaa t 

loucaul t's extended cri tique relates the ellergence of a 

dominant linguia~ic philoaophy to the historical closure of 

the possibility of utopia in the domain of labour or aocial 

production. Moreover. he ai tuates thOle anthropological 

discourses. thOle satellite8 of language philo8ophy which 

addres8 the problem of lIlan and society,in the shadow of the 

13 



issue of surplus population attendant upon the triumph of 

instrumental reason. 

Ea ch of the domesticated utopias retains some social 

compulsion. Freedom is thus typically construed as freedom 

of conscience and as individual liberty that remembers not 

to infringe or disturb conventional expectations. 

Liberalism engenders conformism. Faith in proletarian 

action remains a strong palliative, even if it is 

increasingly forced to emigrate to the Third World and is 

expressed in nostalgia and reminiscence. Socialism has 

degenerated into historical romance. What is most topical, 

however, is theoretical representation and social 
7 

construction of an "anthropological finitude" in language 

and in similar symbolic economies. Each of the ca tegor ia1 

formulations of the relations of freedom and necessity has 

the function of proclaiming an ideal that is traduced in 

practice; but if containment of the problem of surplus 

population (perhaps, the problem of surplus energy is the 

more basic one) i. of paramount importance for the 

continued existence of the established order; if the 

practical priority is the provision of "living space" in 

the domain of the ideological: then, criticism must offer 

itself as interlocutor of all positive discourses that 

might purvey estrangement and totalitarianism in language. 

If transposition of real relations in imaginary relations 

has become the predominant mode of political practice, 

criticism must respond accordingly. 
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Inflation in the ideological has two main manifestations: 

the proliferation of messages relayed in various semiotic 

s ys tems and the or gan i za t ion of communica t ion as a clos e d 

technological universe. To make sense of the new order is 

to engage those numerous discourses disseminated in the new 

symbolism through the modern media. Criticism must isolate 

elementary concepts and explain how these reach upward for 

rational vindication towards a counterfeit ontology. 

Previous critical successes which have demonstrated that 

there is no absolute knowledge and no natural society 

become an invaluable resource. Ideology critique has 

always supplied the need for de-mystification of the 

pretentions of naturalism. It is in this sense that media 
, " 

studies must, as Stuart Hall advises, raise the problem of 
8" .. 

ideology as "the return of the repre.sed"; sinee ideoloiy 

is nothing but the oeelusion of the hi. torieal, 

obliteration of evidenee of praetieal intervention; denial 

that eulture and soeiety exist as variegated aodes of 

production. More p'reeisely still, ideology by it. 

repression of the historieity of things withholds the 

possibility of eritieism: whieh arises equally in the 

transformability of objeetive cireumstanees and in the 

inextinguishable differenee between the representative 

systems of "transeendental subjectivity" and the 

under-represented aUd' mi.-represented bearers of mere 

"empirical subjectivity." 

It is well known, of course, that the distance between 
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philosophic comprehension and social change is 

immeasurable. Nevertheless, the importance of theoretical 

success should not be underestimated. Theory remains, 

necessarily, the refuge of utopia. And so some ti tanic 

struggles and famous victories are recorded below. 

A sociology that declares its solidarity with the 

philosophy of practice finds itself with new difficulties. 

In particular, the question aris es , how, when the 

conventions of naturalism are discarded, is the problem of 

representation to be resolved ? Row. in other words is 

social reality to be conceptualized and represented in 

theory? Where is sociology to find its rationale after it 

has descried the efforts of positive philosophy and science 

----to ground themselves epistemologically. so that tbey could 

offer a universally valid knowledge t No ansvers are 

supplied at this stage but only because this thesis is 

presented in the form of an enquiry as veil a8 of a 

history. 
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Notes 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Richard Bernstein, Praxis and Action, London, 
Duckworth, 1971, passim. Two examples of what 
Bernstein actually says about the point of dialectical 
logic as employed by Hegel and Marx convey the sense 
of its radically critical character. Firstly, with 
regard to Hegel's intention Bernstein remarks: "he 
wants to show us that the hard objectivity of the 
'facts' before us dissolves into subjectivity." 
Ibid., p 23. Secondly, concerning the emancipatory 
promise projected by Marx's materialist dialectic, 
Bernstein says that it rests upon the rationalist 
principle that: "this emancipation will be achieved 
not by faith, but by scientific knowledge." Ibid., 
p 310. 

Foucault's clearest formulation of the concept of the 
'episteme' as an historical a priori is given thus:" 
This a priori does not consist of a set of constant 
problems uninterruptedly presented to men's curiosity 
by concrete phenomena as so many enigmas; nor is it 
made up of a certain state of acquired knowledge laid 
down in the course of the preceding ages and providing 
a ground for the more or less irregular, more or less 
rapid, progress of rationality, etc. This a priori is 
what, in a given period, delimits in the totality of 
experience a field of knowledge, defines the mode of 
being of the objects that appear in that field, 
provides man's everyday perceptions with theoretical 
powers, and defines the conditions in which he can 
sustain a discourse about things that is recognized 
to be true .... It Michel Foucaul t, The Order of Thinss, 
London, Tavistock, 1970, p 157. See also: Michel 
Foucault, TbeArcheology of Knowledge, London, 
Tavistock, 1972, pps 128 ff. 

On this matter, M~rx writes: "For the present, let us 
observe that Hegel adopts the standpoint of modern 
political economy. He sees labour as the essence, the 

'1 self-confirming essence of man ••• etc. See: Karl Marx, 
Early WritingL Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1975, p 386. 

At the point in question Marx remarks: "It goes 
without saying that the supersession of estrangement 
always emanates from the form of estrangement which 
is the dominant power - in Germany, self-conscious
ness; in France, equality, because politics; in 
England, real, materi~l, practical need •••• " See: 
Karl Marx, Ope cit., p 364. 

Adorno, Theodor, W., Negative Dialectics, London, 
• E_, ~ 

R.K.P., 1973, P 335. 
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6. Heidegger's work is the fundamental point of 
reference in the sense that it rotates on the notion 
that language contains men's essential possibilities 
and that it constitutes the "home of man." See: 
Martin Heidegger, Basic Writings, D.F. Krell, (ed.), 
London, R.K.P., 1978, p 239. 

7. For an account of the notion of "anthropological 
finitude" see: Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, 
London, Tavistock, 1970, pps. 256-57 and pps. 348 ff. 

8. Hall, Stuart, 'The rediscovery of "ideology": the 
return of the repressed in media studies,' in 
Culture, Society and the Media, Gurevitch, M. et al., 
( e d s ), Lo n don, Me t hue n, 1 98 2, P P s. 56 f f • 

18 



PART I: REAPPROPRIATING KANT 



CHAPTER ONE 



GEORGE LUKACS ANn THE ANTINOMIES OF BOURGEOIS THOUGHT 

L uk a c s' Th e m e s 
1 

In the present interpretation the purpose that unifies 

Lukacs' writings on dialectics is understood to be that of 

demonstrating th e authenticity of Marx's philosophy. 

Pre-eminent among four themes related to that purpose, is 

Lukacs' insistence that philosophy did not end with Kant. 

The reduction of classical German philosophy to a Kantian 

essence, subtly enforced in modern social theory, is a 
2 

major polemical target. Methodological questions, Lukacs 

argues, against the Neo-Kantian school and less directly 

against positivism, are not to be solved by returning to, 
3 

and remaining with Kant. Following Hegel, Lukacs 

characterizes Kant's philosophy as "subjective idealism" 

and is at pains to emphas ise the total inadequacy of this 
4 

mode of thought for any supposedly historical science. 

Closely related, almost inseparable from this first theme, 

is Lukacs' insistence that our understanding of Kant's 

undeniable importance must be revised. Even the mos t 

cursory glance at the history of philosophy, Lukacs argu~s, 

will convince the student that classicial German philosophy 

f u 1 fill e d its elf i n He gel ,or i n Ma r x, but not in Ka n t • 

Accordingly it is stressed that Kant should be 

re-interpreted in the light of an understanding of Hegel. 

( He gel i n t urn i sun d e r s too d by way 0 f Ha r x) • Thirdly, 

Lukacs' position can be differentiated from that of the 
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majority of Marxist writers by virtue of his constant 

r eli a n c e up 0 nan d his po sit i vee s tim a t ion 0 f He gel. For 

Lukacs, the possibility of a social science requires a full 

appreciation of Hegel's philosophy of history. Finally, 

Lukacs locates Marx firmly in the tradition of German 

Ide a lis m ( tho ugh, 0 f co u r s e, Ma r" is un d e r s too d to h a ve 

escaped from that philosophy armed with its truth). 

There are other readings of Hegel; but in his discussion of 

Kant, the crucial factor is always Lukacs' interpretation 

of Hegel as successor to Kant. In his introduction to "The 

Young Hegel", Lukacs explains that: "Within the context of 

the history of classical German philosophy Hegel discerned 

the starting point for the meteoric rise of the dialectical 

philosophy of idealism in the "transcendental", "critical" 

philosophy of Kant and he rightly regarded his own system 

as the consummation and conclusion of the movement Kant had 
5 

initiated". In studying both Hegel and Kant, decisive 

stages in the evolution of current philosophical categories 

are under consideration. 

The progress of dialectics from Kant to Hegel is discussed, 

by Lukacs, in terms of a movement from "subjective 

idealism". Lukacs' criterion in his judgment that Hegel's 

position is the more progressive is methodological. 

Hegel's "objective idealism", by virtue of its more 

emphatic realism, is considered to be better adapted to the 

study of history and society. Lukacs contrasts the 
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realisms of these philosophers in the following manner. In 

the one case, he says: "Kant had investigated moral 

problems from the standpoint of the individual. In his 

view conscience was the fundamental moral fact •.•• In Kant 

social problems are secondary, derivinp, from the subsequent 

interactions of the primary reality, namely the indivirlual 
6 

subjects. " For Hegel, on the other hand: "th e antithesis 

between Is and Ough t does not resitie wi th in the individual 

psyche as a contrast between the empirical and the 

intelligible self, as in Kant. It is an antithesis between 

progressive and reactionary tendencies in politics and 
7 

soc i e t y its, elf • " Hegel, unlike Kant and the Neo-Kantians, 

discusses moral-existential problems in social and 

political terms. 

In spite of the limitations of his "sub.1ective idealism," 

however, Lukacs acknowledges tha t Kan t' s work is the 

necessary point of departure for a study of dialectics. 

This, in fact, is the crux of his alternative account of 

Kant's place in the history of philosophy. 

The Appearance of the Dialectic 

Georg Lukacs' analysis of the evolution of the 

philosophical categories essential to 
8 

dialectics begins, 

the n, in Ka n t • His interpretation of Kant stresses that it 

is in his work that the dialectical philosophy associated 

with the names of Hegel and Marx is first encountered in 

its modern form. Lukacs insists that although ~ant's 
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entire system culminates on the threshold of dialectics, 

although the logic of that system tended, inexorably, in 

that direction, its author was denied, by historical 

circumstance, an insight into the vigour of the possibility 

he had established. 

The clear implication of Lukacs' interpretation (in which 

the right Kant's philosophy 

direction and not 

himself, did not 

is a tentative 

the las t word) is 

resolve but merely 

step 

th is : 

posed 

in 

that if Kan t, 

a problem of 

decisive importance, then to restrict philosophy to a 

Kantian eSSence, to recognize only the Kantian variants as 

valid, is misguided and 

ideologically. Furthermore, 

suspect 

to the 

theoretically and 

extent that Kant's 

system produces a batch of pseudo-solutions and is, at the 

same time, a powerful orthodoxy, a major critical exercise 

is called for. It is, very much, as the representative 

figure in this critical exercise that Lukacs is considered, 

here. 

Kant's contribution to the development of dialectical 

philosophy is recognized in three theoretical domains. 

Analytically, Lukacs argues that in logic, epistemology and 

ontology, dialectics was anticipated in the Kantian system. 

On the level of on tology, it is fundamen tal, says Lukacs, 

to any appreciation of Kant to recognize the importance of 

the antinomies of theoretical reason and their implications 

for the status of the category of contradiction. Kan t' s 
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philosophy is also contrueci as precursor of the He~e 1 ian 

dialectics by virtuf' of its "activism": i • e • , in tha t it 

advanceci, wha t is referred to in Marxist epistemology as , 

the "active" sicie of th e theory of knowledge. The 

practical conceptions developeci by way of Hegel ant{ Marx 

are seen to originate, in effect, in 
, 

Kant's Copernican 

Revolution'. Finally, Lukacs observes, tha t in his 

discussion of the "archetypal intellect" (his notion of the 

free and rational Mind), Kant anticipates ciialectical logic 

in the value which he places upon the category of totality, 

as thought's ultimate organizational principle. 

Lukacs' elucidation of the dialectical content in Kant, may 

thus be seen to focus, substantively, 
9 

upon the his tory of 
10 11 

the categories of contradiction, practice and totality. At 

present only the ontological level of Lukacs' critique is 

discussed: only the place of the antinomies of theoretical 

reason, in their dialectical aspect, is considered. 

The Antinomies of Theoretical Reason 

Lukacs,himself, provides no introduction to the antinomies. 

He ass umes tha t his reader is familiar wi th Kan t (or tha t 

all that is important in Kant will be salvaged in his 

dialectical studies). A detour is necessitated here, 

however, in 'order to make some preliminary definitions. 

Brief consideration of an orthodox, undoubtedly 

positivistic, interpretation of the significance of the 
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Kantian antinomies can however serve a double function: 

the basic ideas can be introduced in an apparently pure, 

analytical fo rm; and subsequently, Lukacs' critical 

exposition can be seen in its proper light, as an unmasking 

of apparently innocent theory, as, therefore, integral to 

the critique of ideology, inaugurated in Marx's analyses of 

the categories of political economy. 

From the outset, it should be appreciated that Kant came to 

define and resolve the antinomies in the course of his 

"critical" philosophy; which was an attack upon metaphysics 

in the sense of unwarranted speculation and dogmatics. It 

was Kant's intention to found a scientific metaphysics. In 

this regard, Kant looked to the science of his day, to 

Newtonian physics for his model. That science, employing 

Theoretical Reason, the Understanding, was shown by Kant to 

investigate objective reality by means of its use of a 

specific, uniquely valid (or so it was presumed), matrix of 

a priori concepts. Metaphysics, in its post-dogmatic 

phase, was to be identified, similarly, by its use of a 

particular categorial schema. However, it was in his task 

of explicating the categorial structure of theoretical 

reason that Kant enunciated the antinomies, as marking the 

limits of the Understanding. 

In explana t ion, it is us eful to turn to Lewis Wh i te Beck, 

who says: " An antinomy is a pair of contradictory 

s ta temen ts each of wh ich is va lid 1 Y proved and each 0 f 
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wh i c hex pre sse san i n esc a p a b 1 e i n t ere s t 0 f rea son • There 

are four in the first Critique (The Critique of Pure 

Reason). The ~ntinomies strictly limit theoretical reason 

to the world of space ~nrl time, nullifying all speculative 

flights from the results of science and all attempts to use 

scientific hypotheses in speculations beyond the limits of 
12 

sense." As well as defining the meaning of the antinomies 

of theoretical reason, White Beck explains the significance 

of Kant's claim to have knowledge of their solution. He 

says: "their resolution permits an altogether different use 

of reason; their occurrence and resolution indicate 

reason's broader compe tence as a facul ty no t exclus ive ly 
13 

devoted to cognition." In other words, since it is claimed 

tha t the an ti nomies can be res 01 ved by reas on, tha t the 

limits of the Understanding can be transcended, Reason, 

itself, is ascribed a sovereign position in its relation to 

theoretical reason, the Understanding. This distinction 

between Reason and Understanding, or between Practical 

Reason and Theoretical Reason, is fundamental to Kant. 

S. Korner wr i tes: "By an an tinomy is unders tood a pair of 

propositions, apparently contradictory, which follow from 

the same set of assumptions. An antinomy is resolved 

either <a> by showing that the apparently contradictory 

propositions are in fact contradictories and follow from & 

certain internally inconsistent assumption, or <b> by 

showing that the apparently contradictory propositions are 
14 

" not in fact contradictory but mutually compatible. In the 
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one case, thert> is no antinomy; in the other, there is no 

contradiction. 

The first antinomy of theoretical reason has for its 

thesis, this proposition: "The world has a beginning in 

time and is also limited in space"; and for its antithesis: 

"The world has no temporal beginning and no limits in 

space; with respect to both time and place it is infinite." 

The second antinomy has as its thesis: "In the world every 

compos i te subs tance is compos ed 0 f simple pa r ts; no thi ng 

exists anywhere except it either is simple or is composed 

of simple p,arts": and as its antithesis. "In the world no 

composite thing consists of simple parts and there exists 

nowhere in the world anything simple." The thes is of the 

third antinomy is this: "Causality according to the laws of 

nature is not the only kind of causality from which the 

phenomena of the world can be derived. It is necessary in 

order to explain them to assume a causality through 

freedom." Here the antithesis is: "There is no freedom; 

everything in the world takes place solely in accordance 

with laws of nature." Las tly , the four th thesis: "There 

belongs to the world as a part of it or as its cause 

something which exists as an absolutely necessary being." 

The four th antithesis is this: "There exists nowhere 
t 

an 

absolutely necessary being as the world's cause, either in 
15 

it or out of it." 

For a preliminary, orthodox account of Kant's employment of 
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practical reason in his resolution of the antinomies it is 
16 

convenient to return to White Beck. The hasis of his 

account is that: firstly, theoretically reason, operating 

in the empirical wo r ld , inevitably encounters the 

antinomies described, but cannot resolve them; secon~ly, 

practical reason, 8 larger competence of reason, can 

encompass and more importantly, transcend those antinomies, 

which mark the limits of theoretical reason, in thought. 

How, preCisely, th is resolution is envisaged is bes t 

recounted in connection with the third antinomy: that which 

expresses a conflict in the idea of causality, such that in 

order to maintain that idea it is necessary, if the problem 

of infinite regress is to be obviated, to posit a first 

cause, i.e., an uncaused cause. As White Beck explains in 

this case, and similarly in the others, thesis and 

antithesis "may each be true if their respective scopes are 
17 

distinguished." 

The conclusion compelled by this analys1s, a conclusion 

whose full significance will be explored subsequently, 

is that Kant's solution invokes an ontological dis~inctlon 

be tween noumenal and phenomenal domains in reali ty. In 

short, it becomes clear that, at least in its relevance for 

I 
positivist theory, Kant's ontology is the key to his 

system. What is deemed to be decisive is a judgment that: 

existence in the realm of phenomena Is governed by the rule 

of causality; while in the noumenal realm, things-in-

themselves are determined by their own principle, or are 
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free. Now Lukacs' dialectical explication of the 

antinomical nature of Kant's thou~ht runs parallel to this 

orthodox one, but it is, simultaneously, a rehuttal. 

Lukacs on the Antinomies 

For Lukacs, 1{a nt's formulation of the antinomies of 

theore t ica 1 reas on is an ach ievemen t whos e ph i los oph ic al 

importance must be recognized in historical terms, as well 

as in strictly theoretical terms; which is to say that the 

complementarity of analytic and dialectical logic, or of 

immanent and ideological critique, must not be denied. In 

Lukacs' interpretation, then, what Kant had done was to 

bring before consciousness the fact of the radically 

antino1llical nature of existence in the 1Ilodern world. Of 

the classical philosophy whose foremost spokesman ~ant was, 

Lukacs says that it took "all the antino1llies of its life 

basis to the furthest extre1lle it was capable of in 
18 

though t." To pu t th is ano the r way: for Lukacs, Kan t' s 

ultimate significance is that within his system the 

category of contradiction became the undeniable and 

authentic problematic within which philosophy had to 

evolve. Essentially, from a philosophical viewpoint, it is 

argued that immediately 

enunciated a formidable 

the Kantian antinomies 

dilem1lla 
I 

arises: either 

are 

the 

antinomies are accepted as marking the farthest li1llits of 

thought in the empirical realm; or, thereafter, thought 

takes as its primary concern the question of the 

possibility of extending the scope of reason through a 
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continuing confrontation with the category of 

contradiction. The second alternative involves a quest for 

the real hasis of the experience of contradiction. For 

Kant, the appearance of the antinomies in theory, is 

finally explained onto1ogically, in terms of the dual 

nature of human experience. The second alternative, if 

adopted, entails a transition to dialectics with its 

promise of a practical solution to the problems of 

contemplative philosophy. 

Now Lukacs, as others have done, recognizes both responses 

to the dilemma in Kant. The possibility of dialectical 

philosophy is scotched, however, almost at the moment it is 

imagined. The preponderant tendency in Kant is 

resignation: a resignation based, Lukacs admits, upon a 

realistic assessment of the magnitude of the problem raised 

by the antinomies; a problem beyond the power of thought in 

Kant's day, and, therefore, irresolvable in the context of 

Kant's system. The logic of Kant's philosophy, say~ 

Lukacs, as a philosophy of consciousness, in the sense that 

it is the exemplar of "subjective idealism," leads 

overwhe lmingly to res isna tion in the face of h is tory. At 

the same time, Kant's quiescence is understood by Lukacs to 

I 
have produced pseudo-solutions to elementary philosophical 

problems; and, unfortunately, these have become axiomatic 

in a great deal of contemporary theory. 

To summarize Lukacs' position, then: He regards Kant as 
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having brought philosophy to the threshold of dialectics in 

his critical rationalism. On the ontological level this is 

evident in his treatment of the antinomies, in that they 

intimate something of the radically contradictory nature of 

human experience. In view of its formal (a-his torical) 

method, however, Kan t' s philosophy is adjudged to be 

incapable of making the transition to dialectics. In 

Lukac's own words "the attempt at a solution (signalled) by 

the turn taken by critical philosophy towards the practical 

does not succeed in resolving the antinomies we have noted. 
19 

On the contrary, it fixes them for eternity." That is, 

instead of offering any remotely practical solution, Kant 

presents an implacable ontology. 

The History of Rationalism 

Lukacs' historical method involves tracing theoretical 

problems, like that denoted by the antinomies, back to 

their point of origin. In the present case, Lukacs turns 

to the philosophy of Kant as the point where the 

rationalist tradition i. confronted, directly and for the 

first time, with a choice between a formal, analytical 

philosophy and dialectics. In Kant, so it is maintained, 

philosophy in its pre-dialectical form became aware of its 

logical limitations and a crisis was precipitated, whose 

momentous significance is still not widely or fully 

appreciated in either its methodological or ideological 

aspects. 
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In "History an..l Class C i " L k 1 u onsc ousness, u acs emp oys an 

iciea that is well established in the Marxist literature to 

the effect that rationalism is the philosophical expression 

of the social practice and material interests of the rising 
20 

bourgeoisie. It is an idea that is essential to "History 

and Class Consciousness," th ough it is not treated 

expansively th e re • Moving from that assumption, 

nevertheless, in his essay on "Reification and the 

Consciousness of the Proletariat," in the section entitled 

"The Antinomies of Bourgeois Thought ,If Lukacs provides a 

s ke tch of the emergence of rationalism as the 

philosophic~l-historical movement and its development to a 

stage of overt crisis in Kant. 

From a purely theoretical standpoint, the original 

dis tinc tiveness of ra tionalism is discerned in wha t Kan t 

had termed his 'Copernican Revolution' in the theory of 

knowledge. This revolution, involved, in Kan t ' sown 

estimation, a radical shift in perspective, he said: 

"Hitherto, it has been assumed that all our knowledge must 

conform to objects ••••• Therefore, let us for once 

attempt to see whether we cannot reach a solution to the 

task of metaphysics by assuming 
21 

conform to lour knowledge." As 

that the objects must 

Lukacs renders this 

rationalist axiom not peculiar to Kant's philosophy but 

expressive of that entire movement in thought, rationalism: 

"refuses to accept the world as sometlting that has arisen 

(or, e.g., has been createti by God) independently of the 
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knowing sub1ect and prefers to conceive of it instead as 

22 
its own (i.e., the knowing subject's) product." More 

expansively, and with greater regard for its historical 

significance, Lukacs says that rationalism exists: "in the 

sen s e 0 f a for m a I s y s t e m wh 0 s e un i t Y de r i ve s fro mit s 

orientation towards that aspect of the phenomena that can 

be grasped by the understanding, that is createcl by the 

understanding and hence also subject to the control, the 

23 
predictions and calculations of the understanding." 'l1te 

historical ground of this movement is the imposition of a 

rational order in the face of a more natural order. The 

paradigmatic form of knowledge for such rationalist systems 

is mathematical knowledge which becomes the means of 

bringing into existence abstract forms (machinery, 

technology, money) that are highly amenable to rational 

con trol; much more amenable than na tural phenomena (e.g. 

insects, the weather, or men in their natural aspect). 

Rationalism, Lukacs insists, did not in any sense originate 

with Kant. "From the sys tems tic doubt and the cog i to ergo 

JUlJD.. of Descartes, to Hobbes, Spinoza and Leibniz," Lukacs 

explains, "there is a direct line of development whose 

centralized strand, rich in variations, is the idea that 

I 

the object of cognition can be known by us for the reason 

that, and to the degree 
24 

in which, it has been created by 

ourselves." I tis un d 0 u b ted 1 yin Ka nt, n eve r the 1 e s s, t hat 

the central difficulty of this mode of thought becomes 

explicit. 'l1teir common factor, according to Lukacs, is 
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tha t ultimately rationalism's systems seek to unify 

experience by breaking down, reconstructing and 

incorporating a rationalized irrationality: the goal of 

rationalism is always to bring experience, the world, to 

reason; and to do this along systematic lines. As Lukacs 

puts it: "In such systems, the 'ultimate' problems of human 

existence persist in an irrationality incommensurable with 
25 

human unde rs ta nd i ng ." Continuing in this vein, Lukacs 

identifies the fundamental deficiency of such philosophy as 

follows. He says, in general: "The closer the system comes 

to those 'ultimate' questions the more strikingly its 

partial, auxiliary nature and its inability to grasp the 
26 

'essentials' are revealed." 

The gist of the matter is, again in Lukacs' phrase, "the 

inevitability with which every rational system will atrike 
27 

a frontier or barrier of irrationality." Inevitably, this 

encoun te r only becomes dec isi ve for ra tionalism where it 

deliberately or self-conscioualy attempts to impose its 

system uniformly and universally. The antinomic structure 

of such thought only becomes visible, in other words, as it 

presents itself as the valid and viable philosophic method: 

"as the universal method by which to obtain knowledge of 
28 

the whole of exis tence." It is no coincidence, then, that 

the antinomies eme~ge as the clearest expression of a 

particular philosophical crisis precisely where the 

concrete limits of the rationality of capitalist social 

relations are being established in historical practice; 
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where these are beginning to make themRelveR felt in all 

strata of society; and where these limits are beginning to 

be interpreted as natural harriers to human rlevelopment. 

Th e c r i sis 0 f rat ion ali s t " s y s t em a tic s", t hat man i f est s 

itself in philosophy as a choice between formalism and 

is , effectively, dialectics 

intimately related to the 

consolidation of capitalist 

shown by Lukacs 

parallel prohlem 

social relations: 

to 

of 

be 

the 

wh ich , 

increasingly, demands from bourgeois thought not, primarily 

criticism of the old feudal order, but defence of and 

promulgation of the new system and its ideology. 

The Thing-in-itself 

The cris is of rationalist philosophy, signalled most 

dramatically by the theorization of the antinomies of 

theoretical reason, is explained by Lukacs as, at root, an 

his torical phenomenon. He iden t if ies thos e ph ilosophical 

presuppositions which preclude the possibility of a logical 

transition to dialectics in Kant; and he relates these 

presuppositions to the larger socio-historical context in 

which rationalism developed. (ntese are the mediations to 

which Lukacs alludes.) In fairly bold terms, it is by 

means of the philosophy of history that l .. ukacs approaches 

the task of textual expos i tion. The me thodological cris is 

of ra tional is t "s ys tema tics" is loca ted in a his torica I 

context in which the bourgeoisie was becoming aware, by 

degrees, of the futility of attempting to universalize its 

social ideal; and in which the consolidation of new social 
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relations came to take precedence over the subversion of 

feudal relations. It seems that just as this general 

social trend was accompanied on the ideoloRical level by a 

clamour for orrler, rather than hy continued support for the 

revolutionary ideals of freedom and equality; so, on the 

level of pure theory, confidence in the efficacy of the 

mathematical model of knowledge began to wane and the 

limits of theoretical reason were defined. 

With Kant, then, rationalism is understood to have entered 

a new phase, close to the termination of the monopoly of 

the philosophy of consciousness. In his preoccupation with 

the problem of the "thing-in-itself," Kant is seen to 

confront, admittedly at some remove and entirely in the 

context of his formalism, the presaing, existential 

problems of his time. These problems mani fea t themselves 

in that thorny question concerning the significance, in 

theory, of the ca tegory 0 f con t rad ic tion; and Kan t gives 

the paradigmatic respo~se by a philosophy of consciousness, 

founded upon "s ub jec ti ve ideal is tIt premiss es • In Lukacs' 

words: "The dilemma can be seen most clearly in the strange 

significance for Kant's system of his concept of the 
29 

"thing-in-itself," with its many iridescent connotations." 

Lukacs introduces his discussion of Kant's response to the 

problem of the "thing-In-itself" by observing that: "The 

attempt has often been made to prove that the thing-in-

itself has a number of quite disparate functions within 



1(a n tis S Y s t em. What they all have in common is the fact 

tha t they each represent a limit, a barrier to the 

abstract, formal, rationalistic "human" faculty of 

cognition ••••• 

•••• • To put it briefly," he continues, "these problems can 

be reduced to two g rea t , seem i ng 1 y unconnec ted and even 

opposed complexes. There is, firstly, the problem of 

matter (in the logical, technical sense), the problem of 

the content of those forms with the aid of which 'we' know 

and are able to know the world because we have created it 

ourselves •. And secondly, there is the problem of the whole 

and of the ultimate substance of knowledge which is needed 

to round off the partial systems into a totality, a system 
30 

of the perfectly understood world." 

Three layers of Lukacs' argument are somewhat compressed 

here. Firs tly, two problem complexes are spec if ied, as 

definitive of the Kantian response to the problem of the 

"thing-in-itself": which is the problem of the object of 

knowledge as it exis ts inde penden tly of consc iousness • On 

the one hand, Kant maintains that the "thing-in-its~lf" 

can not be k no wn a san 0 b j e c t i vet 0 t a lit y ; 0 nth e 0 the r 

hand, it cannot be known in its objective essence. We are 

forced on Kant's judgment to rest content with knowledge of 

a plurality of partial, forlllal systems. (Even the 

possibility of a unified formal totality is denied in 

Lukacs' reading of the matter). We are also forced to rest 
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content with a knowledge of appearances. 

The second layer of Lukacs' argument, here, characterizes 

thes e jucigments as the methodological imponderables 

he que a the d by Ka n t to b 0 u r g eo iss 0 cia 1 sci en c e • Taken 

together they amount to a prohibition on sociology: a 

science which proposes to explain the social totality; and 

which, to this end, promises to do more than merely 

describe appearances. Thirdly, in the present phase of his 

argument, Lukacs relates Kant's agnostic judgments to, and 

accounts for their apparent "unconnectedness," in terms of 

th e i r commo.n s ourc e in a "8 ub jec t i ve ideal is t" on tology. 

Characteristically, as Lukacs is aware, Kant's ontological 

difficulties appear very much in an epistemological guise. 

Thus it is, primarily, in his search for the subjective 

grounds of the possibility of knowledge that 1{ant 

encounters the problem of the "thing-in-itself." However, 

as Lukacs also properly observes, it is the presumed 

existence of the "thing-in-itself," independently of 

consciousness, that evokes the obs truc tive judgments. In 

this sense, therefore, Kant's ontology is in question. 

The Ontology of Subjective Idealism 

I 
Before proceeding to discuss the determinate effect of his 

ontology, it is necessary to distinguish appearance from 

reality on the ontological level of Kant's discourse. This 

is so because, as Lukacs clearly recognizes, the direct or 

immediate result of Kant's appraisal of the problem of the 
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"thing-in-itself" 1 s principled re.1ec t ion of 
31: 

ontology. 

His unconditional recognition of the danger of dogmatism, 

says Lukacs, leads to a deliberate, calculated retreat from 

the sphere of ontology. There is in Kant, as a consequence, 

no overt commitment to any metaphysical vision of the 

s t r u c t u reo f the un i v e r s e, 0 r 0 f He i n gin g e n era I ( as i t 

exists independently of consciousness). In this respect, 

Kant is in complete accord with the sceptical empiricism of 

Hume, in particular, and with Enlightenment thought in 

general. S i m il a r 1 y, Ka ntis a ton e in t his mat t e r with 

the philosophy of science of today. 

Unfortunately, the Kantian system cannot be said, in the 

final analysis, to have successfully distanced itself from 

ontology, ; on the contrary, and despite appearances, 

Kantian rationalism arrives at its epistemological 

conclusions and produces methodologically significant 

judgments within the confines of the ontology of 

"subjective idealism." In other words, the effect of 

"subjective idealism," in Kant's own system and upon 

s ubsequen t epis temology and me thodology, canno t be fully 

a pprec ia ted wi thou t cons ider ing the ro Ie of an under lying 

ontology: whose ontological function is that of conferring 

an apparently eternal validity, 

pronouncements. 

I 
a finality, upon its 

As sub j e c t i vis m , Ka nt' s ph il 0 S 0 ph Y ref 1 e c t sac u r r e n t 0 f 

thought that, at least since Descartes' formulation, has 
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recognizect the Indivirlual human sub1ect as the only 

indubitable reality. As irtealism, Kant's philosophy, also 

in the tenor of the dominant rationalist tradition, 

conceives of the individual subject 1n purely abstract 

terms, as consciousness. The essential "sub.1ective 

idea11sm," 1n this sense, is defined 1n Kant's moral 

phi los 0 ph y, wh ere sub j e c t 1 v 1 t y 1 seq u ate d wit h rea son and 

dep1cted as the power of the individual to renounce mere 

natural existence. However, at the same time that this 

theory of subjectivity is the basis of Kant's humanism -

calling as it does for a humanization of man's condition -

it presupposes an immutable, objective reality, an 

ontology. In Adorno's estimation, what is at issue here is 

"Kant's subjective reconstruction of objectively binding 
32 

ideas;" or, the way in which Kant, in spite of a formal 

repudiation of ontology, reinstates the scholastic 

ontology: substituting for an absolute distinction between 

supernatural and natural orders an equally absolute, and 

completely parallel, distinction between noumenal 
33 

phenomenal regions of subjective experience. 

and 

In his moral, practical philosophy this ontology, which 

defines an irreducible dualism in the nature and mind of 

man, obtrudes to prevent the possibility of articulating a 

moral code tha t could subver t. de f lec t or coun te rmand the 

laws of necessity, the causality, operating in the 

phenomenal world. Practical reason can achieve an abstract 

unification of experience, accounting for the antinomical 
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nature of experience, by relating to a transcendent 

(ontological) principle. Practical reason can also 

accomplish an abstract negation of empirical reality, in 

living in accordance with the ethical principle given in 

the Cate~orical Imperative; i.e., reason can withdraw into 

the noumena1 sphere. However, no unification of experience 

in mundane existence is possible: the possibility of a 

resolution of the antinomical structure of reality is not 

envisaged; rather, it is in the nature of human experience 
34 

that it is contradictory. 

At last, then, Lukacs' evaluation of the philosophical 

significance of Kant's theorization of the antinomies of 

theoretical reason can be set out, comprehensively. Above 

all, for Lukacs, their appearance in theory marks an 

historical juncture for philosophy: the emergence of an 

existential problem, completely resistant to solution in 

the context of the philosophy of consciousness. More than 

this, however, Kant's attempt to resolve the problem of the 

antinomical nature of experience is seen to depend upon a 

dualistic ontology; and this, itself, is adjudged to have 

several important c~rollaries. No t leas t of thes e is the 

the fact that, precisely because Kant invokes a theory of 

Being in general, to resolve the problem, he eternalizes it 

and removes it from the domain of history. The fac t tha t 

this system, from first principles, does not recognize the 

exis tential basis of its central problem is also held, by 

Lukacs, to have enduring epistemological and methodological 
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repercussions. 

These last mentioned matters rleserve a more careful 

treatment. Most generally, Lukacs indicts hourgeois 

thought for its commitment to the regressive, backward-

looking element in Ka n t; 

developmental, dialectical 

for its 

insights 

neglect 

contained 

of 

in 

the 

that 

system. More specifically, Lukacs is at pains to point out 

that adherence to "subjective idealism" and to the ontology 

behind it, has certain easily specified and decidedly 

problematic implications for the methodology of social 

science. Firstly, in this respect, the strategic position 

of the dualistic ontology means that such systems are 

riddled by antinomies: such as those between idealism and 

materialism, fact and value, public and private, science 

and philosophy, and so on. None of these can be closed i 

but they serve to foreclose myriad theoretical problems. 

Nex t, re ten tion of Kan t' s agnos tic ism, in the face of the 

"thing-in-itself", means that the sciences are not 

distinguishable on the basis of subject-matter. Lukacs 

writes: "the fact that these sciences (the special sciences 

with their complete independence of one another) are 

'exact' is due precisely to this circumstance. Their 

underlying material Ibase is permitted to dwell inviolate 

and undisturbed in its irrationality (non-createdness, 

givenness) so that it becomes possible to operate with 

unproblematic, rational categories 

methodically purified world. These 

41 

in the 

categories 

resulting, 

are then 



applierl not to the real material sub-stratum (even that of 

the particular science) but to an 'intelligible' subject 
35 

matter." These sciences, then, impose form systematically 

and are dangerously indifferent to the demands of objective 

reality. 

A 1 so, Ka nt's a g nos tic ism for eel 0 s est h e que s t ion 0 f the 

accessibility of objective reality. For Lukacs, the 

important, unans we red, question, is this: "are the 

empirical facts ••••• to be taken as 'given' or can this 

'givenness' be dissolved further into rational forms i.e. 
36 

can it be conceived as a product of 'our' reason." Silence 

on this question is tantamount to a rejection of the theme 

of the social-practical determination of historical 

conditions; it means tha t ques tions concerning the 

structure of social reality, of the social totality, have 

no material referent. 

Again, in a similar way, the other major theme of the 

philosophy of history is missed: that i8 the question of 

the social determination of the categories of the 

understanding. As Lukacs properly maintains: " By 

confining itself to the study of the 'possible conditions' 

of the val'idity of the forma in which its underlying 

e xis tence ia mani f ea ted. mod ern bourgeo ia though t bars ita 

own way to a clear view of the problems bearing on the 

birth and death of these forms and on their real essence 
37 

and substratum." 
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Finally, for the present, Lukacs rteplores the demise of 

c r i tic ism ; 0 f phi los 0 ph Y ass 0 cia 1 c r i tic ism , wh i chi s 

implied in the restriction of philosophy to the formal, 

analytical method, apparently legitimated by Kan t ' s 

critical rationalism. Lukacs is ironic in his ,1udgment of 

philosophical criticism that culminates in the reiteration 

of an ontology. He says of this "subjective idealism": "Its 

perspicacity finds itself increasingly in the situation of 

that legendary "critic" in India who was confronted with 

the ancient story according to which the world rests upon 

an elephant. He unleashed the critical question: upon what 

doe s the e 1, e ph ant res t ? On receiving the answer that the 

elephant stands on a tortoise 'criticism' declared itself 
38 

satisfied." Lukacs continues: "It is obvious that even if 

he had continued to press apparently 'critical' questions 

he could only have elicited a third miraculous animal. He 

would not have been able to discover the solution to the 
39 

real ques tion." Here, if explanation is not superfluous, 

Lukacs observes that such philosophy is capable neither of 

recognizing the real origin of its problems in social 

practice, nor consequently of formulating an answer with a 

practical intention in response to the need which 

stimulates it. This, incidentally, is not to be taken, 

pr'imarily, as an indictment of Kant, who was genuinely 

constrained by historical circumstance; but it implies that 

to regard antinomical thought otherwise than in a socio-

historical light is to abandon, in present historical 

conditions, Kant's OWn critical I1ne of enquiry. 
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Conclusion 

In general t e rrns , Lukacs surveys the philosophy of 

consciousness from the perspective of the philosophy of 

history. Fro m t hat van tag e poi nt, Ka nt' A phi los 0 ph Y is 

assessed theoretically and historically. Lukacs' irnrna nen t 

critique, which presupposes his ideological critique, 

considers Kan t' s philosophy: firstly, as marking the 

farthest limit of the philosophy of consciousness and, 

secondly, as the precursor of the philosophy of history. 

These ma t ters are trea ted ana ly ti cally. The ideological 

critique, itself, relates Kantian rationalism to its socio-

historical. roots. Finally, Lukacs' survey comprises a 

precise interpretation of the development of social thought 

from Kant to Marx. 

The Immanent Critique 

On the one hand, then, Lukacs views Kant's philosophy as "e 

unique transitional stage" in human development towards 
40 

"gaining intellectual c;ontrol of society as a whole." More 

specifically, in theoretical terms Kant's elaboration of 

the antinomies of theoretical reason is taken for an 

advance in the direction of self-awareness of the 

contradictory nature of social existence in the modern 

world. The fund amen tal problems of con tempora ry soc ie ty, 

says Lukacs, are first raised to the level of consciousness 

in classical German philosophy. However, he warns: "th is 

takes place in a milieu where the problems can only appear 

on an intellectual and philosophical plane. This has the 



draw-hack that the concrete problems of society and the 
41 

concrete solutions to them cannot be seen." Nevertheless, 

in an abstract, rarified form the question of the 

historical transformation of society is already being 

posed. 

As a progressive mode of thought, rationalism in its 

Kantian variant broached the problem of contradiction and, 

consequently, of the limits of the philosophy of 

consciousness; of individual subjectivity conceived as 

consciousness. As a philosophy trapped in its own time and 

floundering. in its socio-historica1 conditions, however, 

Kant's system is profoundly ambiguous. Lukacs puts it like 

this: "classical philosophy mercilessly tore to shreds all 

the metaphysical illusions of the preceding era, but was 

forced to be as uncritical and as dogmatically metaphysical 

with regard to some of its own premisses 
42 

as its 

predecessors had been towards theirs." In particular, 

Lukacs alludes to this dogma: "that the rational and 

formalistic mode of cognition is the only possible way of 
43 

apprehending reality." His target is the a priori, 

idealist mode of thought that moves from an initial 

affirmation of the absolute validity of its primary 

categories. In these terms, Lukacs depicts Kant's system 

as, at once, an anticipation of dialectics (in elevating 

the category of contradiction to a central position in 

thought) and as a formidable barrier to philosophical 

progress (in insisting upon the radically antinomical 
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nature of the understanding, in literally rejecting the 

category of totality, and the possibility of knowledge of 

the social totality). 

Subsequently, 

rationalism 

characterize 

Lukacs' 

isolates 

it; and 

immanent critique of Kan t ian 

elements tha t those analytical 

wh i c h s t i fIe the dialectical 

possibility in Kant. These elements are given as integral 

to "subjective idealism." Prominent among these components 

is subjective individualism: a principle that in the manner 

of Cartesian philosophy (or of political economy with its 

homo oecono~icus) pos i ts the individual as the fundamental 

reality. As idealism this theory posits the individual 

entirely as an abstraction: as consciousness he is an 

abstraction from the concrete individual; and as a 

theoretical entity he is an abstraction from history. 

These correlates of subjective individualism tend to issue 

logically in epistemological, psychological and natural 

anthropological reductions of philosophy. (Not all of 

these tendencies are realized in Ran t; they exist 

po ten tially in Kan t and have been reali zed since.) There 

is also a sceptical empiricism in Kant, hos tile to all 

me ta ph ys i cs • Th is., howeve r, can eas ily be mis a ppropr ia ted 

to absolutize the dichotomy between science and philosophy. 

Other elements identified by Lukacs are: an agnosticisll 

that seems, completely, to deny empirical science access to 

the mat erial wo rId as " t h i n g -i n -i t S elf": i. e ., u 1 tim ate 1 y , 

it declares its object to be unknowable; a related 
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nominalism that purports to know only the appearance of 

thinp,s; and a phenomenalism, that seems to insist that 

appearances are all of reality. As ani m man en t c r i t i que , 

Lukacs' analysis points to the intrinsic contradictions of 

Kant's system and to their collective incommensurahility 

with any scientific ideal. 

The Ideological Critique 

From the point of view of the philosophy of history the 

main fault in Kant's thought is that it is a-historical (it 

lacks a sense of history). Lukacs' analysis, as 

essentially historical on the other hand, purports to 

demonstrate the historical basis of each of the analytical 

components of the philosophy of consciousness. Thus, 

~ant's agnosticism and scepticism are related to the 

bourgeoisie's struggle against feudal relations of 

domination. Agnosticism is originally a philosophical turn 

of mind opposed to theology; and scepticism is a negative 

critical mode of reflection turned against dogmatism. 

Nominalism that claims to know only the appearance of 

things is accounted for, subjectively, by the fact tha~ the 

German philosophers, given the backwardness of the German 

economy, were bourgeois only in ideology. Objectively, 

nominalism reflects the predominance of exchange over 

production relations and of monetary value over use value. 

PhenoMenalism, the equation of appearance with reality is, 

for Lukacs, the problem of the reification"of consciousnes~ 
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The dominance of exchange relations is understood to lead 

to a loss of insight into the dynamic, historical dimension 

of reality. 

Above all, Lukacs' ideological critique purports to 

explicate the social origins of Kant's philosophy with 

respect to its fundamentally antinomical nature. This is 

accomplished by means of his analysis 

individualism and subjective idealism. 
44 

of subjective 

Consideration of 

"the life that forms the true basis" of Kant's philosophy, 

says Lukacs, reveals that the prblary and characteristic 

contradiction experienced by th e bourgeo is ie is that 

exemplified by the predicament of the individual producer 

who, despite the apparent autonomy and determinacy of his 

activity, was, equally, undeniably dependent upon objective 

ma rke t cond i t ions, to whos e vagaries he had to adap t. On 

the one hand, Lukacs remarks, "man in capitalisss society 

confronts a reality made by bimself <as a clas.)". On the 

other hand, he cont inues: "h e is wholly at the mercy of its 

'laws', bis activity is confined to tbe exploitation of the 

inexorable fulfilment of certain individual laws for his 

own ( ego is tic) in t ere s t s • But even while 'acting' he 

remains, in the nature of the case, the object and not the 

subject of events. The field of his activity beeomes 

wholly internalized, it consists on the one hand of the 

awareness of the laws which he uses and on the other, of 

his awareness of his inner reactions to the course taken by 
46 

events." 
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The historical phenomenon to wh i ch Lukacs alludes is 

alienation: the condition of the isolatecl individual to 

whom knowledge of the social hasis of his social existence 

is closed and who faces an apparently natural order, 

adapting rationally to its laws: on a material level by 

pragmatic marketing strategy; and on a spiritual level by 

the cultivation of a private cultural sphere. The life of 

this individual is then the existential ground of 
47 

antinomical thought. The essence of Lukacs' theory of 

reification of consciousness!s that rationalism, in the 

context of this alienated social reality, reproduces its 

historical effects minutely in theory. Constructing theory 

on the basis of an abstract subjectivity, presupposing a 

man whose essence is a (transcendental) consciousness, 

Lukacs argues, rationalism inevitably transposes the 

problem of con trad ic tion and the general problet'll of the 

origin of the categories, from the empirical on to the 

noumenal level; and rationalism finalizes the problem, in 

the sense that it invokes, in quasi-ontological tones, an 

immutable contradiction in the nature of man, by way of a 

solution. 

Continuity from Kant to Marx 

I 
Lukacs' main purpose in his dialectical studies has already 

been identified as that of demonstrating the authenticity 

of Marx's philosophy. To this end, much of Lukacs' work 

points up a remarkable, thematic continuity from Kant 

through Regel to Marx. F.ssentially, from the vantage point 



of the philosophy of history, Kant is understood to have 

expressed with dramatic philosophical clarity the problem 

whose solution was subsequently shown by Marx to require 

recognition of its nature as an historical problem. 

Th us Ka n tin his r a d i call y ant in 0 m i cal ph i los 0 ph y, and in 

its specific contradictions, is alleged to have confronted 

the fundamental socio-existential problem of bourgeois man: 

the antagonism of individual interest and the structure of 

the collectivity. Lukacs relates the Kantian antinomies, 

the ultimate expression of the philosophy of consciousness, 

to the phenomenon of alienation, the corresponding 

theoretical expression of the problem in the philosophy of 

history. The elegance of this equation is evident when the 

decisive, unifying role of Kant's third antinomy (the one 

which raises the question of causality) is recognised. In 

fact, the question of the contradiction between freedom and 

necessity inscribed in the third antinomy, that to which 

the others can be reduced as variations on a theme, is 

unders tood by Lukacs to be raised to consciousness as an 

anxiety, historically produced by the conflict between the 

appearance of subjectiv~ autonomy and the reality of 

objective (market) dependency. 

Hegel's philosophy is interprete~ as a stage in the 
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reduction of this problem to human terms. 'Mle intract-

ability of the dualistic structure of Kantian thought, the 

problem of contradiction, was poised as an existential 
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problem by Hegel. For him, what was at issue was the 

self-alienation of consciousness. A solution would emerge, 

progressively, as Mind or the World Spirit advanced from 

consciousness to self-consciousness. In brief, the 

alienation of subject and object (the ultimate philo-

sophical representation of the category of contradiction) 

was, for Hegel, the effect of a blind practice that failed 

to recognise the work of its own hand 1n the structure of 

objective reality. Alienation was itself overcome in 

practice that brought to the subject, knowledge that the 
49 

object-world was its own produc t or objectification. 

Whereas Kant's philosophy is designated as "subjective 

idealism", by Lukacs, Hegel's is defined as "objective 

idealism." Where Kant claimed to know reality only as it 

is mediated (to the individual consciousness) by the 

s truc ture 0 f the mind; Hegel claimed to know all real i ty 

(in principle) because it existed only as an actualization 
50 

of reason. 

I t has been presumed, from s ta r t to finish, tha t Marx was 

engaged in exploring the same problematic. It 1s 

appropriate, therefore, to conclude by substantiating that 

c la im • The following quotations are from the German 

Ideology, where Marx's 
I 

emergence from the problematic of 

German Idealism is documented; where a continufty is, 

consequently, quite apparent. There Marx says: "The 

division of labour implies the contradiction between the 

interest of the separate individual or the individual 
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f ami 1 y and the COm m una 1 i n t ere s t 0 f all i n d i v i d u a 1 s wh 0 

have intercourse with one Another ••••• And out of this very 

contradiction hetween the interest of the individual and 

that of the community the latter takes an independent form 

as the state, ciivorced from 
51 

the real interests of 

individual and community." Finally in the same vein: "The 

SOC i alp 0 we r, i. e. the m u 1 tip lie d pro due t i v e for c e, wh i c h 

arises through the cooperation of different individuals as 

it is determined within the division of labour, appears to 

these individuals, since their cooperation is not voluntary 

(i.e. free) but natural, not as their own united power, but 

as an alien· force existing outside them, of the origin and 

end of which they are ignorant. which they thus cannot 

control, which on the contrary, passes through a peculiar 

series of phases and stages independent of the will and the 
5(2 

action of men, nay even being the prime governor of these." 

Sure 1y, ph i losoph y from 1{an t to Marx was embro iled wi th 

growing self-assurance in the sociological problem. 
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No tes 

1 • Other interpretations are characterized by the i r 
emphasis on one or more, principal points. 

(a) Relying upon Lukacs' self-criticism in the Preface 
to the 1q67 Edition of History and Class Consciousness, 
they stress Lukacs' misguided or excessive ideal1Sm. 
The exemplar is Gareth Stedman Jones', "The Marxism of 
the early Lukacs: An Evaluation", New Left Review, No. 
70, Nov-Dec 1971. Also represen·tative are: George 
Lichtheim, Lukacs, London, Fontana/Collins, 1970; and 
Lucio Colletti, _Marxism and Hegel, London, New Left 
Books, 1973. However, a curious attitude to Lukacs' 
self-criticism is required tn support this 
interpretation. While Lukacs' condemnation of his 
early idealism is accepted at face value, his attempt 
to salvage a methodologically important content from 
History and Class Consciousness is overlooked. 

(b) Lukacs is closely identified with Max Weber, to 
whom he is supposed to be indebted, especially in 
connection with the themes of relativism and 
rationalization. Conspicuous here are: Andrew Arato 
and Paul Breines, The Young Lukacs and the Origins of 
Western Marxism, London, Pluto Press, 1979; and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Adventures of the Dialectic. London, 
Heinemann .. 1974. For a rejoinder. see: Georg Lukacs, 
'Max Weber and German Sociology,' Economy and Society. 
Vo 1 1 • No.2. Ma y 1 97 2 • • 

(c) Lukacs is assessed as the author of a theory of 
class consciousness, according to which a 
c lass -cons cious prole ta ria t would become the iden tica 1 
subject-object of history. Most of the works cited 
give a ce~tral position to this theory. Others that 
f as ten onto Lukacs at th is point are: Richard 
Kilminster, Praxis and Method, London, Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1979; Paul Connerton, 'The Collective 
Historical Subject: Reflections on Lukacs' History and 
Class Consciousness,' British Journal of Sociology. Vol 
XXV, No.2. 1974; and Morris Wattnick, 'Relativism and 
Class Consciousness: Georg Lukacs', in Leopold Labedz 
(Ed.), Reyisionism: Essays in the History of Marxist 
Ideas, London, Allen & Unwin, 1962. The least that-can 
be said agains t the conve n t ional f oc us on th is theory 
is t~at if its immediate strangeness is to be overcome 
it mus t be reconc iled wi th Lukacs' work as a whole. It 
is therefore the wrong place to begin with Lukacs'. A 
comparable misplaced emphasis is that which identifies 
Marx as, primarily, the author of an "immiseration 
thesis." 

(d) Interest in Lukacs is, in general, 
his History and Class Consciousness. 
exceptions are: Jean Hyppol!te, Studies 
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Hegel, London, Heinemann, 1969; and G.H.R. Parkinson, 
Georg Lukacs, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, lq77. 
Particularly unfortunate for sociological theory is the 
cor reI ate d neg 1 e c t 0 fLu k a c s' 1 ate r w 0 r k, Th e Yo u.n.g 
He gel. 

2. Much of Lukacs' work is a polemic directed against lithe 
followers of Kant who wished to freeze philosophy at 
the point it had reached in Kant himself." Georg 
Lukacs, The Young Hegel, London, The Merlin Press, 
1975, p. 249. 

3. Ibid., p. xvii. 

4. A characteristic judgment is: "subjective idealism 
arose out of the deepest problems of the age but it has 
no solutions." Ibid •• p. 261. 

5. Ibid., p. xiv. 

6. Ibid •• p. 7. 

7. Ibid., p. 12. 

8. An exercise modelled upon Marx's analysis of the 
evolution of economic categories as described in the 
Introduction to the Grundrisse. Karl Marx, Grundrisse, 
Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1973, pp. 100-108. 

9 • Se e e s p e cia 11 y, I bid., p. 1 63 - 4 • 

1 0 • Ib i d ., p • 3 22, p 3 50 • 

11. Ibid., p. 393. 

12. Beck, Lewis White, 
Practical Reason, 
1960, p. 25. 

13. Ibid., p. 25. 

A commentary on Kant's Critique of 
Uni v • of Ch i cago, Phoenix Books, 

14. Korner, S., Kant, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1955, p. 
113-14. 

15. Ibid., p. 115. 

1 (> • Be c k, Le w is Wh i t e, 0 p. cit., P p. 2 5 - 6 • 

17. Ibid., p. 26. 

18. Lukacs, Georg, History and Class Consciousness, The 
Herlin Press, London, 1971, p. 148. 

19. Ibid., p. 133. 

20. See, for example: Lucien Goldmann, Immanuel Kant, New 
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Left Books, Loncion, lQ71, p. 33 ff.: 
Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, London, 
Kegan Paul, 1977, pp. 3-1fi. 

and Herbert 
Routledge & 

21. As quoted in History and Class Consciousness, p. 111. 

22. Ibid., p. 111. 

23. Ibid., p. 113. 

24. Ibid., p. 112. 

25. Ibid., p. 113. 

26. Ibid., pp. 113-14. 

27. Ibid., p. 114. 

2A. Ibid., p. 114. 

29. Ibid., p. 114. 

30. Ibid., pp. 114-15. 

31. Lukacs recogni zes tha t: "It leads to 
every 'metaphysics' (in the sense 
Ibid., p. 120. 

the rejection of 
of ontology)". 

32. Adorno, Theodor, Minima Moralia, London, New Left Books 
1974, p. 36. 

33. This emphasis is more pronounced in The Young Hegel, 
than in History and Class Consciousness. See, for 
example, Lukacs' estimation of the role of Kant's 
ontology, where he says "Kant had greatly advanced the 
'active side' of philosophy, but the price he had paid 
was to tear philosophy into two parts, a theoretical 
and a practical philosophy which were only tenuously 
connec ted." (The Young Hegel, p. 322.). 

34. According to Lukacs: "Kant's thought about 
contradiction had not progressed beyond the discovery 
of necessary antinomies." (Ibid., p. 245) In 
explanation Lukacs points to a practical philosophy 
constrained by the ontological dualism posited, 
initially, in the context of Kant's ethics. For 
instance, Lukacs remarks, "Kantian ethics allows human 
aspirations only such scope as is compatible with the 
moral law" .(Ibid., p. 294). Similarly, he says, 
"subjective idealism necessarily held a far too 
constricted and abstract view of human praxis. In 
subjective idealism all interest is concentrated on 
that aspect of human praxis that can be included under 
the heading of morality." (Ibid.~ p. 320.) Coequally, 
in Lukacs' view, with regard "to the actual concrete 
realm of human activity," the philosophers of 
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35. 

36. 

37. 

38. 

39. 

40. 

41. 

42. 

43. 

44. 

45. 

46. 

subjective idealism "are blind to it and treat it as 
contingent, external and secondary." (Ibid., p. 295.) 
No unification of experience is possible because Lukacs 
observes, from firs t principles, "Kantian and Fichtean 
morality are not equipped to transform the empirical, 
but to escape from it." (Ibid., p. 286.) 

History and Class Consciousness, p. 120. 

Ib id • , p. 1 16. 

Ib id • , p. 110. 

Ibid. , p. 11 O. 

Ibid., p. 110. 

Ibid. , p. 121. 

Ibid. , p. 121. 

Ibid. , p. 121. 

Ib id • , p. 121. 

Ibid. , p. 135. 

Ibid. , p. 135. 

Ibid. , p. 135. 

47. This contradiction is equally fundamental to the life 
of the ' free' laboure r, who ' owns' labour-power, and 
who is compelled to sell this 'commodity' under 
capitalist relations of production. (Ibid., p. 92.) 

48. Lukacs endorses Engels' judgment that "Hegel was the 
firs t to s ta te correc tly the rela tion be tween freedom 
and necessity." In Lukacs' own words: "Hegel is first 
to pose the problem of the relationship between freedom 
and necessity in correct, concrete terms in the context 
of the dynamic to tali ty of man's Ii f e in his tory and 
society." (The Young Hegel, p. 354.) With regard to 
another aspect of this question, Lukacs again portrays 
Hegel as a rationalist thinker intent on humanising 
metaphysical problems. He says: "In Hegel's view, 
modern individuality is no natural product, it is 
nothing organic as the Romantics imagined when they 
rig"idly contrasted the 'organic' individual with the 
fragmenting and destructive effects of capitalism. On 
the contrary, it is for him the necessary result of the 
development of society, or, in philosophical terms, it 
is the inevitable result of the progressive 'self
externalization' of man." (Ibid., p. 402.) 

49. See Lukacs' discussion of "'nle Structure of the 
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Ph en 0 men 0 log y". I bid •• P • 4 6 6 f f • Th ere. for e x amp 1 e, 
Lukacs explains: "In Hegel's view the individual 
consciousness stands opposed to an unknown. objective 
reality. This appears to be fixed and alien because 
the determinations and mediations which are what make 
objective social reality and the role of individual 
consciousness in it what they are, have not yet crossed 
the threshold of consciousness." (Ibid., p. 472-3.) 
Similarly, Lukacs presents Hegel's conception that: 

liThe theoretical and practical activity of individual 
consciousness consists in the acquisition of these 
(objective) determinations. In a long. strife-torn, 
historical process the individual advances from 
cons c ious nes s to s elf -cons c ious nes sand from th ere to 
reason, transforming substance to subject as he goes." 
(Ibid., p. 473.) 

50. At a minimum, Lukacs envisages Hegel's advance beyond 
Kant in these terms: "Hegel," he writes, "is no Kantian 
and so, unlike Kant, he does not equate the form of 
subjective consciousness with the forms and laws of 
objective reality (which for Kant was the only 
cognizable phenomenal world)." (Ibid., p. 475.) 

51. Marx, Karl and Engels, Frederick, The German Ideology, 
Moscow, Progress Publishers, 1964, p. 44. 

5 2 • Ib i d ., p p. 4 6 - 47 • 
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CHAPTER TWO 



LIJCIEN GOLnMANN AND THE PRIMACY OF KANT'S 
PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY 

Introduction 

The arguments that follow stem from a state of apprehension 

engendered by the positivist philosophy of science. TIt is 

sense of uneasiness can be conceptualized in a paradox 

which gives notice tha t positivism both allots to 

philosophy a specialist role and almost cOt'tpletely 

inc a pac ita t e sit e Is e wh ere. Thus the powers conceded to 

philosophy in methodological matters its acknowledged 

competence to pronounce on the plausibility of fundamental 

s uppos i t ions, or to ad jud i ca te upon th e transparenc y of 

meaning or upon the credibility and consistency of 

argumentative procedures and chains of inference these 

are annulled where larger socio-existential questions are 

broached. To put it another way: in the context of the 

more recondi te concep tual di f f icul ties encountered by the 

natural sciences, the authority of philosophical criticism 

is recognized as ultimate; whereas, in the supposedly 

nebulous domain beyond the empirical concerns of science, 

beyond the rea 1m of bru te fac ts, where ques t ions of mora I 

evaluation allegedly arise, philosophical criticism is 

condemned as metaphysical speculation, and as such, as 

irretrievably abstract thought. 

Two rather similar formulations of this uneasiness about 

the tendency for the positivist philosophy of science to 

cripple philosophy merit consideration at this introductory 
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stage. They hoth add something. Anrl, taken top,ether, they 

make the case fo r a thorough re-appraisal of the 

contemporary relevance of philosophy. Firstly, it is 

worthwhile to draw attention to the Humean standpoint 

adopted by Peter Winch, when he remarks: "the conception 

which recognizes the authority of philosophy only within 

the confines of the philosophy of science, actually reduces 

philosophy to the status of an "under-labourer" for the 
1 

sciences." This under-labourer conception, Winch explains, 

characterizes philosophy, as compared with other 

intellectual disciplines, exclusively in terms of its 

method and insulates it from any concrete subject-matter. 

This leaves philosophy, he concludes, quite incapable, on 

the one hand, of making any independent and positive 

contribution to our stock of knowledge: "it has the purely 

negative role of removing impediments to the advance of our 
2 

understanding." On the other hand, philosophy without any 

substantive substratum 
3 

becomes "parasitic upon other 

disciplines ." Wh ich, Winch means to sugges t, rais es the 

question of the autonomy of philosophy, since its subject-

matter, its investigative priorities, as well as its self-

conception and function are imposed upon it from without. 

Perhaps, too, the positivist orthodoxy puts thel very 

existence 9f philosophy. in jeopardy. At least, in Theodor 

Adorno's estimation: to equate science with empirical 

observation and a sceptical frame of mind and to combine 

this with a vision of philosophy as dogmatic metaphysics, 
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4 
is to require the liquitiation of philosophy. Suhversion of 

philosophy's competence, (>xcept in the sphere defined for it 

by natural science, arlvances the paralysis of critical 

though t. For if philosophy is forced beyond the realm of 

experience to find its autonomy, and yet cannot operate with 

any effect in that domain, the rloubt arises whether 

philosophy can answer any of the questions tracUtionally 

put to it. So, Adorno asks whether "there exists an 

adequacy between the philosophic ques t ions and the 
5 

possibility of their being considered at all ?" 

Against this kind of presuppositional background, with its 

intimations of the e~lipse of reason, Lucien Goldmann's 

treatment attempts to rescue Kant's contribution from an 

orthodoxy that systematically prunes it back to the point 

where it becomes a primitive example of positivism. 

Goldmann's study expos es the ideological s i gni f icance of 

accredited positivistic interpretations of Kant in a retro-

gressive reductionism that obliterates the pre-history of 

6 
critical social theory. 

Kant's Estimation of the Value of Critical Philosophy 

In order to approach the theme of the "primacy of practical 

reason" it 

antagonisms 

equivocation 

ques tions. 

is essential to 

of Kant's system, 

I 

resuscitate the original 

and to . emphasize his 

over the significance of metaphysical 

The depth to which the influence of this 

equivocation runs can be gauged by turning to the Preface 
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of the Second Edition of The Critique of Pure Reason where, 

reviewing the purpose of that work I which was to establish 

a science of metaphysics, Kant asks: "'~hat is the real 

value of this system of metaphysics, purified by criticism 
7 

and, therehy, reduced to a permanent condition?" The 

answer is given as follows: .. A cursory view of the present 

work will lead to the supposition that its use is merely 

negative, that it only serves to warn us against venturing, 

with speculative reason. beyond the limits of experience. 

Th is is. i n fa ct. its p rim a r y use • But this at once 

assumes a positive value. when we observe that the 

principles with which speculative reason endeavours to 

transcend its limits lead inevitably not to the extension 

but to the con t rac tion of the us e of reason , inasmuch as 

they threaten to extend the limit of sensibility, which is 

their proper sphere, over the entire realm of thought and, 

thus to supplant the (pure) practical use of reason. So 

far then as this criticism is occupied in confininR 

speculative reason wi.thin its proper bounds, it is only 

negative; but inasmuch as it thereby, at the same time, 

removes an obstacle which impedes and even threatens to 

destroy the use of practical reason. 
S 

positive and very important value." 

it possesses a 

In this statement, Kant not only equivocates about the real 

value of his "critical philosophy", recognizing in its 

primary use only a "negative value". for example. 

Actually, with a characteristic measure of qualification, 
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Kant confers a formal priority upon the problems of 

practical philosophy. In the meantime, however, all that 

is important is to underline Kant's double emphasis: so 

that it is unoerstood that while his critical philosophy, 

in accord with Enlightenment thought in itR scePtical, 

secularizing intention, endeavoured to de-mystify 

metaphysics; Kant was equally concerned to point to a 

positive value in his criticism, to the extent that it 

releaseo Reason, (practical reason employed in a moral 

domain), from the constrictive authority of science. 

It is in this sense, in view of the evident and irreducible 

tension between a methodological principle that accedes to 

science and an ethical-philosophical principle that denies 

the ultimate authority of science, that the philosophy of 

science, in general, is held here to have preserved only a 

half-truth in its assimilation of Kant. More than this, it 

is alleged that the whole effort of the philosophy of 

science in relation ~o Kant is expended to extricate and 

preserve this half-truth. Eventually, the end-in-view, for 

this positivist theoretical project is to situate Kant in 

his opposition to metaphysics as gatekeeper to ~odern 

though t. At any rate, as Lewis White Beck says of the 

critical philosophy, fr10m that orthodox position: "this 

aspect of Kant's philo~ophy makes him one of' the most 
9 

important antecedents of modern positivism." 

Theory that attempts to appropriate a one-sided Kant, 
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however, t s continuously faceci with the funciamenta1 
10 

irreparahle duality of Kant's systeM. rven where the 

macro-logical distinction is rigidly maintained hetween The 

Critique of Pure Reason anci The Critique of Practical 

Reason, hetween the analytic philosophy and the moral 

phi los 0 ph y; eve n wh ere the ph i1 0 s 0 ph y 0 f sci e n c ere s t ric t s 

its enquiries to ~Critique of Pure Reason; still the 

cardinal theoretical task becomes that of eliminating 

disturbances arising from the effects of Kant's practical 

postulates. Representing Kant's work as a final judgment 

upon metaphysics and as a philosophical capitulation to 

science, requires that interference emanating from moral 

and practical postulates must be jammed. There exis ts , 

accordingly, in relation to this positivist mode of thought 

and its conception of Kantian studies, a body of theory 

that may be described as a protectionist system designed 

and deployed to save Analytic Philosophy, the Positivist 

Philosophy of Science, from Contradiction and Criticism. 

Eliminating the Practical Philosophy 

In his essay, "The t",possihility of Transcendental 

11 
Deductions", S. Korner gives a classic exposi t ion of the 

approach to Kant just discussed: whose main theoretical 

objective is t~ prune from analytic theory traces of its 

dependence upon a dialectical (moral and practical) 

factor. Vie win g Ka n t from the system of relevances 

specific to the philosophy of science, Korner is concerned, 

very typically: firstly, to endorse Kan t' s critical 
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attitude to metaphysics as evinced in his attempt to 

formalize it and bring it to a "permanent condition;" and 

suhsequently, Korner is concerned to maintain this critical 

attitude to metaphysics, even where Kant himself relented. 

Korner's interpretation implies that Kant did not pursue 

his own analytic logic with sufficient rigour: had he done 

SOt the a r gum e n t see m s tor un, Ka nt's met hod 0 log i cal 

position would have been entirely congruent with that of 

positivist theory today. 

Korner begins his demonstration of the impossibility of 

transcendental deductions by re-iterating Kant's 

rationalist objection to naive empiricist epistemology: 

he explains that any statement about an objective reality, 

about the world as it exists independently of 

consciousness, is the result not only of imme.diate 

experience but also, and more decisively, of a cognitive 

operation that structures experience. In other words, the 

possibili ty of knowledge requires, in Kantian terms, the 

mediation of a categorial schema: of 

that differentiates experience, and 

an interpretative grid 

delimits a field of 

relevance, prior to and as a condition of the production of 

knowledge. The definition of an exhaustive system of 

categot-lal schemata, encompassing the total human potential 

to know th e wor ld, could be cons t rued as the ul t 1ma te aim 

of Kantian epistemology. 

Advancing his argument, Korner defines the notion of 
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transcendental deduction. He states: "A transcendental 

deduction can now be defined quite generally as a logically 

sound demonstration of th e reasons why a particular 

categorial schema Is no t only, in fact, but also 

necessarily employed 
12 

in differentiating a region of 

experience." What a deduction of this kind purports to 

establish, then, is the uniqueness, the sufficiency and 

necessity in the interpretation of experienced reality, of 

a specific categorial schema. Ko r n e r I s con ten t ion t hat 

transcendental deduction is impossible is supported by his 

demonstration that the uniqueness of any schema can never 

be proven. 

The demonstration proceeds as follows: Once a schema has 

been identified analytically in terms of a number of .A 

priori concepts employed by a science, like Newtonian 

physics for example, the task for Kan tis critical 

epistemology is to show that any investigation of reality 

in the domain in que.stion must rely upon the a priori 

system defined. But, says Korner, none of the three 

logical possibilities, here, can be adopted to yield a 

satisfactory solution. The uniqueness of a schema cannot 

be shown by comparing the validi ty of experience provided 

by a preferred schema against any other experience. On the 

one hand, unorganized experience does not lend i.tself to 

comparison and, on the other hand, the possibility of 

comparison itself, contradictorily implies the existence of 

another body of propositional knowledge and hence of other 

65 



schemata. Thirdly, investigation of the internal structure 

of a schema for which uniqueness is claimed could only 

establish its sufficiency as a means of deriving knowledge 

from experience: 

uniqueness. 

it could not establish necessity or 

Korner concludes his demonstration, which until this point 

is quite unobjectionable, by suggesting that: "(Kant) 

conflates uniquely ~ priori with non-uniquely ~ priori 

s ta temen ts • This conflation not only pervades his whole 

philosophy, but even determines its structure, especially 

the division of all his principal arguments into 
13 

metaphysical expositions and transcendental deductions." 

Here Korner introduces a distinction exactly parallel to 

the dis tinc t ion be tween analy tic and dialec tic or be tween 

pure speculative and pure practical reason. 

Korner explains this crucial dichotomy thus: "A meta-

physical exposition which exhibits a concept as, or 

exhibits it insofar as it is, ~ priori is always the result 

of enquiry into an actually employed method of 

differentiation. It can thus, at best, establish the 

schema, if any, to which the method belongs. A transcend-

en tal deduc t ion, aimed a t showing tha t and how a priori 

concepts are applicable or possible, examines only the 

schema which has been established by the metaphysical 

exposition of this particular schema. It thus does not 

examine a schema the uniqueness of which has been 

66 



14 

cfemonstrated." In the 0 n e cf ire c t ion, the ref 0 r e, 1(0 r n e r 

argues that a metaphysical exposition reveals the minimal 

legitimate metaphysical element in theory: its a priori 

concepts. 

deduction 

In the other rlirection, the transcendental 

strives, illegitimately, to confer 
15 

a unique 

authority upon this metaphysical content. 

Having thus discoverecf the source of mischief in Kant's 

argumentation, having traced the problem to an improper use 

of metaphysics, Korner recommends elimination of what he 

calls the "spurious distinction between Metaphysical 
16 

exposition and transcendental deduction." It soon becomes 

clear, however, that the distinction is made, and that 

Kant's dualism is reproduced, only so that it can be 

completely overridden. The casualty when the 

transcendental deduction is eliminated is Kant's practical 

philosophy: what is preserved is analytic logic. 

The revised notion of metaphysical exposition (which is 

what philosophical argument is to become),~orner continues, 

must accept that the uniqueness of categorial schemata and 

of their a priori concepts cannot be established. 

Accordingly, metaphysical exposition in its revised form is 

employed to scrutinize synthetic and non uniquely ~ priori 

statements, rather than !. priori .1udgments in the strict 

Kantian sense (where the uniqueness of schemata is 

presumed) • Korner also invokes a Kantian distinction 

between synthetic judgments and regulative principles, here, 
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anrl maintains, in that light, that analytic logic will 

characteristically concern itself with regulative 

principleg (as well as non-uniquely a priori statements) 

rather than with synthetic ~ prioL,L judgments. "Regulative 

principles" the re;trler is informed "differ from synthetic 

and non-unt~lIely a priori statements by having no truth 
17 

value." He adds: "Epistemologically, of greatest interest 

are those regulative principles which regulate the 

construction of theories and thos e wh ich 
18 

express 

preferences for some schemata over others." 

Korner's last word on the matter is this: "The Kantian 

question as to how synthetic and uniquely a priori 

judgments are possible does not arise. In its place, 

however, there arises another question: "How are synthetic 
19 

and non-uniquely ~ priori statements possible 1" " •••••• To 

answer this question" he goes on "is, as we have learned 

from Kant, to examine the function of such statements, that 

is to say their relation to each other, to analytic and to 
20 

empirical statements." 

Progressively, the function of philosophy is reduced to 

that of monitoring the internal coherence of the 

hypothetico-deductive systems and hypotheses of science, or 

of the separate exact sciences. The "truth value" of the 

judgments and principles that come under review, their 

"truth-value," in any extra-scientific sense, is left out of 

account as imponderable. What philosophy cannot explain 
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in ahsolute terms is to he left to one side. Wh ere K ant's 

critical philosophy expanrlerl the purview of sceptical 

rationalism, Korner wants to retreat within a closerl circle 

of certainties. 

The Limits of One-Dimensional Philosophy 

Th e po sit i vis t po sit ion ex em p Ii fie d in S • K 0 r n e r ' s on e -

dimensional reading of Kant colludes in the disintegration 

of "critical philosophy." It enforces a contraction of 

reason. Where Kant recommends restriction of speculative 

reason to its own sphere of competence (the phenomenal) as 

a conditioD of enabling an extension of the power of 

practical reason, the scientific frame-of-mind appears to 

require a curtailment of reason, to the extent of urging 

abandonment of the ques tion of truth. The contraction is 

urged in the sense that regulative principles, the criteria 

governing preferences in the employment of categorial 

schemata (which regulative principles are decisive 

evaluative, moral or amoral factors) are considered to have 

no truth content. The question of validation is formalized 

(re i f ied as a seman tic problem) and is conce i ved in terms 

of the principle of non-contradiction applied within 

well-made propositional frameworks. 

In any case, 

increasing the 

Korner's attempt to 

distance between 

metaphys ics. fails. 

this failure is the 

'l1le despairing 

command only to 
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expositions, not transcendental deductions, in the service 

of science. With this effort to legitimate science by 

adverti~ing its min1mal,1rrec1ucible 

priori or metaphysical element, 

(in fact, necessary) ~ 

metaphysics becomes, 

surreptitiously, the ultimate resource of the positivist 

philosophy of science, and of the activity it explains and 

supervises. In a nice piece of skulliluggerYI, Kant's 

criticism of metaphysics is invoked to suppress 

philosophical criticism of a residual metaphysical element 

in science. Kant's stand against dogmatism becomes the 

pivot of a new dogmatism: dogmatism not in the old sen~e of 

monolithic doctrine, but in the sense of systematic denial 

of the grounds of criticism. With the elimination of 

metaphysics, of philosophy, except in that residual 

scientific factor, there is no extraneous position that can 

serve as a platform for criticism. 

Clearly, too, the positivist orthodoxy misrepresents Kant: 

for example,by concentrating upon his sceptical empiricism 

and by minimizing various aspects of his rationalism (e.g. 

his conceptualism, his agnosticism and nominalism, the 

nascent psychologism of the Kantian position). 

Principally, though, Kant's work is subordinated to the 

pre jud ices and prac t ica 1 in te res ts of the ph iiosoph y of 

science. One consequence is the devaluation of, Kant's 

theory of subjectivity. For positive science, concerned as 

it is to settle the problem of objective knowledge, the 

subject is constantly reduced to the status of a passive 

70 



receptor of empirical experience. Epistemologically, the 

question of Understanding takes precedence (over the 

problems of Reason) by virtue of a prior practical 

commitment. Kant's thoughts on the nature of subjectivity, 

i r& con t r a s t , P rio r i t i z e Re as 0 n and descry the presumption 

of the Understanding. So, by reducing subjectivity to 

Understanding, to the categories of cognition that organize 

experience, the philosophy of science, from a Kantian point 

of view, impoverishes philosophy by confusing philosophy 

with one function of philosophy. 

The Concept of Freedom 

Thus far, Kant's ambivalent attitude to metaphysics has been 

contrasted with the one-sided concentration of the 

philosophy of science upon Kant's analytic method. It has 

been pointed out that Kant himself laboured to promote two 

apparently contradictory principles: a methodological one 

in whose terms the logic of science is adjudged to be the 

valid mode of though t; and a critica,l philosophical 

principle that refuses to subordinate practical 

considerations to the expansionist presumption of the 

Understanding (or to submit practical reason to speculative 

reason). Analysis of this Xantian dualism will proceed, 

heeding Kant's critical dictum, to the ef1fect thst: ''If a 

science Is to be advanced all dlfflculties must be exposed, 

and tho s P. wh i c h lie hid den in its way m u s t eve n be sou g h t 
21 

out." With this in mind, the notion of the primacy of 

practical reason is considered as the often unacknowledged 
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or under-represented complement to Kant's Enlightenment 

critique of metaphysics. 

To introduce the idea, Kant's definition of primacy will be 

adduced and, thereafter, two salient features of his 

commitment to "the primacy of practical reason" will he 

considered. To begin with, then, Kant says: "By primacy 

between two or more things connected by reason I understand 

the prerogative by virtue of which one is the prime ground 
22 

of determination of the combination with the others." 

Next, considering the nature of the faculties of 

speculative and practical reason and assuming that reason, 

in the wider sense, cannot exist in contradiction with 

itself, Kant expresses his conviction that the practical is 

the true ground of speculative reason in these terms. He 

writes: "in the combination of pure speculative with pure 

practical reason in one cognition, the latter has the 

primacy provided that this combination is ••••••• based on 

reason itself .and thus necessary. Without this 

subordination", he continues, "a conflict of reason with 

itself would arise, since if the speculative and the 

practical were arranged merely side by side (co-ordinated), 

the first would close its borders and admit into its domain 

nothing from the latter, while tHe latter would extend its 

bounda r ies over eve ry th i ng and,. when its needs requi red 

would seek to comprehend the former within them. Nor could 

we reverse the order and require practical reason to submit 

to speculative reason, because every interest is 
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ultimately practical, even that of speculative reason being 

only con01t1onal ann reaching perfection only in practical 
23 

lise." 

Having thus established, at least, that Kant oio, in fact, 

ascribe a formal priority to practical reason, it remains 

to examine how, in his own estimation, Kant's philosophy is, 

above all, a practical philosophy. Probably the most 

salient factor here is that as a practical philosophy 

Kant's thought has as its ultimate concept, the concept of 

freedom. In Kant's words again: "The concept of 

freedom is the keys tone of the whole arch i tec ture of the 

system of pure reason and even of speculative reason. All 

other concepts •••••• attach themselves to the concept of 

freedom and gain with it and through 
24 

objective reality." 

Kant's philQsophic endeavours were 

it, stability and 

expended in the 

construction of a unified deductive system at Whose apex he 

installed the concept of freedom: a concept apodeictically 

valid and completely.! priori: "without any admixture of 
25 

any kind of empirical ground of determination." The 

privileged position thus ascribed to the concept of freedom 

has, at least, two I important corollaries. Fi rs tl y, in 

connection with his est;imation of the relation of science 

and philosphy it must be borne in mind that Kant insisted 

that the availablity of a concept devoid of empirical 

determination is the ground upon which the possibility of 
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science is estahlished. For Kant, attainment of knowledge 

of the empirical world depends upon a priori constructs 

whose determination is entirely rational. For Kant, in 

other worrls, practical reason or pure practical reason and 

its definitive concept are the basis of the whole of 

science and he insists that science or speculative reason 

cannot produce its own "ori~inal data" (i.e. its own first 

principles or the grouncl!'; of its possibilit·y through 
26 

empirical research). Alternatively, it may be said that 

science cannot subsume but must recognize the sovereignty 

of philosophy. 

Secondly, since Kant's thought is consistently and in 

principle deductive and since his arguments, in general, 

can be held to be valid only within the context of his 

deduc ti ve sy..s tem; and since all his argumen ts pres uppose 

the concept of freedom (directly or indirectly): 

consequently, his arguments are all transcendental 

deductions based upon a presupposition of the pure 

rationality of the concept of freedom. Thus with all due 

respect to Korner, transcendental deductions, not 

metaphysical expositions, are the characteristic Kantian 

form of argument. Moreover, critical philosophy can only 

advance by Scrutinizing more closely the practical 

postulates that make transcendental ded~ctions possible. 

Subjectivity and Objectivity 

While the most conspicuous feature of Kant's philosophy as 
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a practical philosophy is the place it affords to the 

concept of freedom; a second circumstance of the greatest 

importance is the impac t mane by Kan t ' s practical 

postulates upon received notions of ob.1ectivity. In 

effect, in his investigation of the philosophical basis of 

a distinctly rationalist theory of knowledge, Kant rejected 

the naive empiricist notion and considerably extended and 

complicated philosophy's concept of objectivity. 

In order to grasp the significance of Kant's critique of 

empiricism in this respect it is more than useful to adopt 
27 

Hegel's retrospective standpoint. From whence it is 

possible to distinguish the meaning of the term 

objectivity: "First," says Hegel, "it (objectivity) means 

what has external existence, in distinction from which the 
28 

subjective is what is only supposed, dreamed, etc." 

"Objectivity" is in this sense the general property of that 

which exists, substantially, beyon" consciousness. 

"Second ly," says Hegel "i t has the meaning a t tach ed to it 

by Kant, of the universal and necessary, as dis tinguished 

from the particular, subjective and occasional element 
29 

wh ich belongs to ours ens a t ions." TIt is dimens ion of the 

concept, with which we are immediately concerned, and which 

will i be discussed subsequently, designates a property of 

subjective knowledge that elevates it above the accidental, 

cognitive reaction to experiential stimulation. "Th i rd 1 y , " 

says Hegel, "it means the thought-apprehended essence of 

the ex i s tin g t h in g, 1 nco n t r a d 1 c t ion fro m wh a t is mer ely 
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our thought ••••• " At which point, Hegel makes a 

dis tin c t ion bet we en wh a t 1 sin - its elf and wh ate xis t s for 

man and he conceives of objectivity in terMS of that 

distinction and the ability to perceive it. 

An inkling of the direction in which Kant pushed the 

general epistemological question is conveyed by his 

statement that: "practical reason is concerned not with 

objects in order to know them but with its own capacity to 
31 

make them real." Summarily, this quotation is a pointer in 

the right direction in that it exhibits characteristically 

subjectivist and volitional emphases: which means Kant's 

preoccupation with the subject of knowledge and his 

characterization of subjectivity as primarily the operation 

of will-power. 

His practical subjectivism consists in this: that the 

object of knowledge is deliberated upon strictly in the 

sense that it is accessible to subjectivity; and moreover, 

in that subjectivity is, itself, viewed objectively. In 

other words, unlike the empiricists whom he opposed, Kant 

does not claim to confront the object in its immediate 

material existence. Instead, he examines the structure of 

subjectivity to discover the basis of the possibility of 

objective knowledge., At his hands, as Hegel remarks 

"subjectivity comes to embrace the ensemble of experience •• 

••••••• and nothing remains 
32 

on the other side but the 

"thing-in-itself." Subsequently, having identified the 
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grounds of knowledge in sub.1ectivity, Kant hrin~s forward 

his main problem: he asks how the operation of sUb.1ective 

c r i t e ria can pro due e 0 b .1 e c t i ve k now 1 e d g e • The renowned 

answer is that it is the categories of the Understanding 

that confer an ob.1ective validity upon experience. In 

He gel's ph r a s e , a R a in: " Th e n arne 0 fob .1 e c t i v i t y 1 she r e 

given to the element of universality and necessity, i.e. to 

the categories themselves, or what is called the .! priori 
33 

constituent." This means, as Hegel saw, that "Kant gave 

the title objective to the intellectual factor, to the 
34 

universal and necessary." It may be said, equally, that 

Kant gave ,that title to an objectified de-personalized, or 

reified, subjective factor. The mind, consciousness, 

assumes the form of a transcendental subject. And it is 

this transcendental subjectivity that is the source of 

objective knowledge that originates on the side of the 

subject. Of great moment here, too, is the fact that Kant 

proposes two criteria of objectivity: that he defines the 

transcendental subjec~, the transcendental consciousnes~ in 

terms of two properties. More fascinating still is the way 

in which he separates these, in spite of their tendency to 

coalesce. An example of how Kant s trove to disentangle 

these concepts of universality and necessity is given where 

he says: "I need not mention the fact that universality of 

assent doea not prove the objective validity of a judgment, 

i.e. its validity as knowledge, but only calls attention to 

the fact that, even if sometimes that which is universally 

assented to is correct, this is no proof of its agreement 
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with th e oh1ec t; it is rather the case tha t only objective 

valic1ity afforrls th e ground of a necessary universal 
35 

agreemf'nt. " He re, at a minimum, Kan t affirms th e 

complementarity of a criterion of necessity that alludes to 

some absolute limitation on reason imposed from an 

ob1ective, natural direction; and of a criterion of 

universality or universal assent: of consensus. Insight 

into the fact that Kant saw his own contribution to 

epistemology as being made particularly in relation to the 

emergence of a criterion of universality is provided where 

he casts himself, in his confrontation with the possibility 

of synthetic .!. priori knowledge, as the successor of Hume. 

Kant writes: "Among philosophers, David Hume came the 

nearest of all to this problem; yet it never acquired in 

his mind sufficient precision, nor did he regard the 
36 

question of its universality." 

The vol i tional as pec t of Kan t' s epis temology, the role it 

attributes to constit~tive subjectivity, is also due to the 

obtrusion of the practical movement of his thought. In the 

first place, this subjectivity is the unifying principle of 

his entire system. Thus, on the one hand, the understanding 

(empirical consciousness) , synthesizes, in discrete 

cognitive acts, an intuition and a perception, a sensation 

a n-d its con c e pt. Moreover, experience as a whole. that 

which it is beyond the power of finite understanding, 

empirical consciousness, to fuse and consolidate; experience 

as a whole, is given coherence within the more imposing 
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structure of transcendental subjectivity, the custodian of 

universal and necessary truths. 

Th e p rim a c y 0 f K ant's p r act i c a I po stu 1 ate a Iso mea n s t hat 

the transcendental subject, the fulcrum of his system, is 

fundamentally a product of his moral philosophy. ~o, 

firstly, before its appearance in The Critique of Pure 

Reason as deus ~ machina, the transcendental subject of 

consciousness is a moral entity: it originates in the 

supposed power of the individual in the context of extra-

logical, existential problems to exercise rational control 

over arlver~e circumstances. As Kant puts it: "The will is 

a kind of causality belonging to living beings - so far as 
37 

they are rational." He also says: "Autono~y of the will is 

that property of it by which it is a law to itself 

(independently of any property of the objects of 
38 

volition)." And considering this same ess ence of subject-

ivity negatively he says: "If the will seeks the law which 

is to determine it ~nywhere else than in the fitness of 

its maxims to be universal laws of its own direction, 

consequently, if it goes out of itself and seeks this law 

i nth e c h a r act e r 0 fan y 0 fit sob j e c t s , the rea 1 w,a y s 
39 

results heteronomy." 

Finally, in this phase of the argument it is necessary to 

S t res s t hat Ka nt's new con c e p t 0 fob j e c t i v i t y , his r e -

formulation of the problem of the adequacy of subjective 

and objective dimensions of knowledge, recognized the 
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possibility of an extension of knowledge as a potentiality 

exclusive to practical reason. The possibility of 

effecting an extension of knowledge beyond the empirically 

conditioneci, immediately intelligible reality, ( the 

possibility of increasing our knowledge of the super-

sensible or the unconditioned, in Kant's terminology) is 

contingent upon effective containment of speculative reason 

(mathematical science) and upon an emancipation of 

practical reason. In this respect, Kant says: "Even in The 

Critique of Pure Reason, it was emphasized that the 

supersensible was not mere fancy and that its concepts were 
40 

not empty." Speculative reason cannot provide knowledge of 

this supersensible domain~however,since: "the unconditioned 

does no t lie in th i ngs as we know them, or as they are 

given to us, but in things as they are in themselves, 
41 

beyond the range of our cognition." 

Not to reflect upon the unconditioned is for Kant, however, 

to restrict the power of reason to cognition; to 

countenance a constriction of reason. It is to deny the 

wider competence of reason. Recognizing this larger 

c om pet e nee, Ka n t d e fin est h e po s sib iIi t y 0 f an. a d van ceo f 

knowledge in the realm of the supersensible by saying: 

"after we have denied the power of speculative reason to 

make any progress in the sphere of the supersensible, i't 

still remains for our consideration whether data do not 

exist in practical (reason) which may enable us to 

determine the transcendent conception of the unconditioned, 
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to rise beyond the limits of all possible experience from a 

practical point of view and thus to satisfy the great ends 

42 
o f met a ph y sic s • " Ka nt's a c co un t 0 f the pot en t i a 1 0 f 

practical reason has numerous connotations. At a minimum, 

it may be said to express an interest in the possible 

rational determination rather than in the immediately 

empirical determination of reality. It may be interpreted 

as a response to rationally cons t r uc ted objective 

constraints on action rather than to merely necessitarian 

parameters to human development. So, too, it may be argued 

that Kant moved beyond the question of natural necessity 

towards the. problematic of historical determination. 

Kant and the Philosophy of History 

By now, it should be apparent that, analytically, Kant's 

though t can be reduced to a stable s ta te in two oppos i te 

directions (not without doing violence in each case to a 

fundamental component of his thought). I.e flec tion on the 

logic of these reductions was calculated: not just to 

expose a radical conflict of principle but to give some 

indication of the depth to which this conflict runs; and to 

emphasize that the possibility of finally overcoming Kant's 

dualism does not materialize in Kant's own thought. In 
I 

effect, it has been maintained that an immanent critique of 

Kant's philosophy an analytic consideration of its 

systemic character cannot eradicate the deep-seated 

equivocation about the function and competence of 

philosophy that it finds there. 
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Re cog n i z i n g t hat a n a 1 y tic log i car r i ve sat ani m passe, a t 

this point, the present argument changes course and invokes 

the ph ilosophy of history, which preserves the 

contradictions of Kant's system and makes their persistence 

central to the development of modern thought. The poin t of 

departure for a review of Kant's historical contribution is 

Hegel's characterization of the Kantian philosophy as 

"sub1ective idealism,": "his (Kant's) philosophy may be 

styled suhjective idealism" says Hegel "for he holds that 

both the form and the matter of knowled~e are supplied by 

the Ego or knowing sub.1ect the form 
43 

by our 

intellectual, the matter by our sentient ego." 

Thus, Hegel supplies the key to an understanding of Kant's 

place in the development of modern rationalism when he 

indicates that the latter's philosophy begins and ends as 

an exploration of transcendental consciousness. 

Interpreted in this light, moreover, Kant's 'Copernican 

Revolution' (his decision to follow the lead given in 

astronomy and to insist that in epistemology too the role 

of the spectator must be considered decisive for the 

production of truth) anticipates and prepares the way for 

later, irreversible, anthropological and historical turns 

I 

taken by philosophical argument. When, in other words, 

Kant examines the role of rational subjectivity, 

characterized by its possession of free-will, of a kind of 

causal power, his work has been said to foreshadow the 

practical intention of the philosophy of history that 
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proposes to explain objective conditions as an actual-

i z a t ion 0 r con c ret ion 0 f rea son ; and wh i c h pro m is est 0 

provirle self-consciousness with knowledge of its part in 

the historical process tha t can be regarded as the 

self-creation of man. 

Viewed historically, then. as a stage in the development of 

Western thought. Ka nt's philosophy may reasonably be 

interpreted as the point of departure for critical 

philosophy or dialectical philosophy, especially in its 

frustrated attempt to move out of a moral ontology and into 

anthropological and historical stages. Georg i Lukacs, for 

example, has argued that in his enunc ia t ion of the 

ant i nomies of th eore tical reas on, in so bes towing on the 

• category of contradiction a pre-em.nent epistemological and 

ontological significance, 
44 

Kant introduced dialectics into 

modern theory. In a similar manner, Lucien Goldmann has 

mai n tai ned tha t Kan t ' s employmen t and expec ta tion of the 

category of totality prefigured its decisive importance for 

later. critical social theory. In the course of his 

exposition, Goldmann also furnishes a convincing 

demonstration of .the profitability of pursuing the 

implications of the essential antagonisms of Kant's system, 
I 

without over-riding or cancelling them. 

Enlarging this interpretative option, Goldmann begins by 

acknowledging that in Kant's judgment "man cannot realize 

the to tal i t y": ( .. a fa c tea s il y ex pIa i ned, " in Go 1 d man n ' s 
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view, "hy the social situation of eighteenth century 
45 

Germany"). At first glance, so it transpires, Kant utterly 

repudiates the possibility postulateci hy rlialectical 

philosophy, namely that man can aspire to a knowledge of 

th e complex determinations tha t reproduce his socio-

historical environment. Quite explicitly, Kant equates the 

dialectical and the illusory. To accept the formal 

pronouncement at face value, however, Goldmann maintains, 

is to lose sight of the importance, in motivational terms, 

t hat the pro b 1 em rep res en ted for Ka nt, and to for get how 

much effort he expended in formulating his, eventually, 

pessimistic conclusion. To sweep through the argument to 

the conclusion, Goldmann remarks, is to neglect: "the 

equally important fact that the absolute necessity of 

attaining and realizing the totality forms the point of 
46 

departure and centre of Kant's thought." 

Rescuing and explicating this dialectical undercurrent, 

Goldmann points initially to the strategic role of the 

Kantian category of totality, in a number of guises. He 

states: "In the work of ~ant, the category of totality 

finds several forms of expression, the most important 

being, time, space, the Universe, the human community and 
47 

God, ideas whos e connec t ions mus t a lways be kep t in mi nd ." 

Next,Goldmann divulges the emphatically practical attitude 

adopted by Kant towards the possibility of knowledge of the 

'unconditioned,' the other-than-empirically conditioned 

totality; which practical attitude, in the economically and 
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politically under-developed condition of eighteenth century 

Germany, made "realization of the totality" seem a mirage, 

a perennial possibility or an impossibility. Firstly, 

Goldmann observes, in Kant's philosophy, the totality is 

not, in any sense, immediately given to subjectivity. 

Rather, we are told, it exists as a practical goal for the 

individual subject in its noumenal/ spiritual and 

phenomenal/empirical modes of experience. Faced a t the 

outset then with a fragmented e'xperience and situated in an 

amoral condition, the individual is compelled by practical 

reason, in Kant's judgment, to transcend this negative 

immediacy: "he must create the maximum he is able to 

achieve, that is to say, theoretically, coherent 

experience, and practically, a life in conformity with the 
48 

categorical imperative." 

Of course, Goldmann is aware, with regard to the question 

of totality, as elsewhere, of the passivity of the 

practical aspect of Kant's thought and of the neutralizing 

effect of his formal logic. He rellarks in this respect 

upon the enduring sociological significance of the fact 

tha t Kant could no t envisage a moving changing to tali ty. 

"That is why" Goldmann explains "he adopted an intermediate 

position recognizing only the formal and immutable aspects 

of totality - space , God (and later time) - wh i Is t wi th 

regard to content, the empirical given, he resorted to the 
49 

atomistic monadology of Leibniz.1I Consequently, society in 

th e Kan t ian conce pt ion is a secondary real i ty, de termi ned 
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unilaterally hy the interaction of a plurality of 

autonomous inclividuals. Equally, the possihl1ity of 

tranRcending a conclitioned phenomenal existence, is 

sketched in a stoical ethics, as the potentiality, 

exclusively, of the monad or individual subject. 

However, although Kant's concept of society seems archaic, 

his critical philosophy is still seen to comprise, in 

embryo, the origins of the philosophy of history. TIt is is 

so, firstly, in Goldmann's account, by virtue of the fact 

that the only potential unifying agency recognized by Kant 

is a practical intention: i.e. Goldmann insists that Kant 

is the forerunner of dialectical social theory in his 

estimation of the importance of the Will; in his 

recognition that the sole circumstance in which the 

category of totality can be given a logical priority is in 

the service of a unifying moral practice. Secondly, and to 
50 

develop this connection. Goldmann, like Herbert Marcuse, 

stresses that Kant in. his essay on logic urges philosophy 

to turn its attention in an anthropological direction. The 

force of an anthropological moment in Kant's construction 

of the transcendental subject is seen to be decisive and is 

taken for an anticipation of the emphasis characteristic of 

'the philosophy of history. For Goldmann the essence of 

Kant's anthropology consists in this: "The idea that man's 

authentic destiny is to strive towards the absolute, that 

is , towards something completely different from the 

empirical given, in the theoretical sphere towards 
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knowledge of the universitas, of things in themselves, of 

noumena, or in the practical sphere towards the higher 
51 

good, the Kingdom of God etc." 

Host importantly, Goldmann argues, the inextinguishable 

conflict of principle at the centre of Kant's systematics, 

where it manifes ts i tsel f at the level of an 

anthropological analysis; this conflict of principle is one 

that has been preserved, exacerbated and more fully 

rationalized in the subsequent history of dialectical 

theory. By way of explanation, Goldmann returns to Kant's 

ambivalent response to the category of totality and to his 

estimation of the possibility of knowledge of the 

undetermined, and hence of the future of metaphysics. On 

the one hand, Goldmann observes, Kant's minimal anthro-

pology maintains that: "Present-day man (for Kant, man in 
52 

general) is limited and cannot attain this unconditioned." 

Equally, for Kant, on the other hand: "There is in man a 

principle which impels. him to aspire ceaselessly towards a 

higher state, qualitatively different from the present one, 

and it is only through this that he can accomplish his true 
53 

destiny." Goldmann appends to his articulation of this 

antinomy the judgment that: "In developing these two ideas, 

Kant lays the philosophical foundations for the mos t 

profound and radical critique ever made of bourgeois man." 

Here, Kant is seen to establish in theory the basis of the 

critique of ideology developed by Marx: to the extent that 

its starting point is an indictment of existing social 

87 
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practice as a travesty of human potential; and also to the 

extent that the possibility of transcendence is stated 

immanently in anthropological and historical terms as a 

practical interest and goal of man and as a human capacity 

and responsibility. 

The Character of Synthetic Knowlege 

Finally, Goldmann contends that only a grasp of the 

historical connotations of Kant's practical philosophy 

enables proper appreciation of the meaning of the 

question: "how are synthetic ~ priori judgments possible 1" 

At a minimum here, it must be understood that Kant's 

c ri tical ra tionalism explains, agains t Hume' s empiricism. 

the part played by the a priori categories of the 

Understanding in the production of objective knowledge. It 

is these.! priori categories that are held to supply a 

necessary and universal validity to knowledge. But the 

declared question aris es : in what sense, given the 

indispensability of the categories and of the criteria of 

universal i ty and necess i ty imp lied in the i ruse, is the 

concept of a free rational subjectivity preserved 1 

Conversely: in what sense is the notion of free 

subjectivity compromised and how, in particular, is a lapse 

into natural necessity, into an empirically conditioned 

state of mind. to be avoided in any employment of ~ priori 

categories ? 

Purs u ing th 1s 1 ine of though t t Go 1 dmann submi ts tha t the 
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pitfall of naturalistic reduction is not circumvented where 

the categories are presented as a common genetic-biological 

or psychological endowment. However, as Goldmann 

rna i n t a ins, Ka nth i m s elf con sis ten t 1 y a f fir m e d: " t hat the 

categories of the Understanding along with everything a 

priori ,He human and intellectual factors, not biological 
55 

ones." Nor is the concept of freedom protected, Goldmann 

continues, where the categories assume the form of an 

objectified or reified subjectivity; where they are 

ascribed a transcendental validity, beyond the sphere of 

influence of social practice. And it is here, in the 

negotiation of this difficulty that Kant's practical 

philosophy is stretched to its limit, because, in fact, 

Kan t' s "transcendental subject" does acknowledge the 

complete contingency of empirical consciousness, and 

therefore includes a fundamental tendency to elevate the 

principle of rational control of experience above the 

possibility of free though t; which means that the 

existential threat of totalitarianism is foreshadowed as an 

abstract metaphysical problem in Kant. 

Nevertheless, noldmann maintains, it is imperative that the 

humanist dimension of Kant's philosophy should be defended: 

so that it is realized that: "In synthetic a priori 

judgments the community is postulated from the outset. The 

categories are, in spite of their reification, the 

theoretical expression of the human spirit and the human 
56 

community." Only in this interpretation, Goldmann is most 
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anxious to explain, is the idea of a free rational 

subjectivity defensible: i.e. only where the categories of 

consciousness and the horizons of thought and diRcussion 

are organised democratically. and held as common property. 

Moreover, Goldmann continues. only in tha t frame of 

reference can the criteria of necessity and universality 

be successfully separated and clearly differentiated: with 

the criterion of necessity being tied clearly to physical 

causation and implying the influence of Nature; and with 

the criterion of universality being purged of naturalistic 

overtones so that it alludes to the question of consensus 

rais ed by the produc t i on of soc ia 11 y de te rmi na te forms of 

knowledge. 

It has been suggested that Kant's contribution to 

epistemology is to be found mainly in his deliberation upon 

the criterion of universality. (Reactionary 

interpretations reduce his thought in the direction of the 

criterion of necessity). Goldmann's analysis is worthy of 

attention because it penetrates the Kantian grounds of 

u niversali ty to find the rud imen ts 0 f a soc ial-prac tical 

perspective on the constitution of knowledge and truth. As 

Goldmann draws his lesson for the Kantian philosophy he 

says: "In freeing the ..§ prior..! from reification, in 

relating it to the real human community, we know that this 

community can only he hasert upon human activity, upon the 
57 

common action of men." Freed of naturalistic overtones and 

when it is cured of a tendency to reify the transcendental 
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subject, Goldmann argues, the Kantian philosophy teaches 

that the limits defined for thou~ht are social, so that 

freedom must he~in in rlemocratic control over the formation 

and dissemination of determinate forms of knowledge. 

Conclusion 

Perhaps, now, it is easier to say that the dominance of the 

positivist philosophy of science appears to require an 

immobilization of philosophical criticism. Perha ps it now 

seems less extravagant, than at the outset, to accuse 

orthodox scholarship of labouring to obliterate the 

pre-history of dialectical social theory when it installs 

Kant as the founding father of positivism. At any rate, 

Lucien Goldmann's interpretation emphasizes Kan t' s 

practical principle and situates his thought historically 

in terms of its capacity to conceptualize the rationalist 

ideal of freedom. For Goldmann, Kant's philosophy affirms 

the axiom that freedom is a practical responsibility not a 

common inheritance; ev~n if that Kantian philosophy proves 

incapable of conceiving freedom in terms of a projected 

transformation of oppressive social conditions. Where the 

positivist orthodoxy looks to Kant to supply the last word; 

in a dialectical-sociological perspective, Kant's 
I 

significance lies in the fact that he made a beginning. 
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PART II: REHABILITATING HEGEL 



CHAPTER ONE 



THE ESCHATOLOGICAL AND ANTHROPOLOGICAL INTERPRETATIONS 

Karl L~with and the Eschatological View 

In his panor!'lmic survey of He ge 1 ia n philosophy, Ka r 1 

L'~with's main emphasis with regard to Hegel himself is 

contained in th e judgment tha t : "He gel is the last 

Christian philosopher before the break between philosophy 
1 

and Ch r i s t ian i t y • " With this, Lowith extrudes Hegel from 

the subsequently overwhelming tendency of secularized 

tho ugh t: to f r e e its elf a b sol ute 1 y and res 0 1 ute 1 y from any 

dependency upon theological justifications and to offer, 

instead, anthropological justifications. It may be said 

t hat Low i t h ' s boo k, a s a wh 0 1 e, c h art s the dis P lac e men tin 

philosophy of claims to esoteric knowledge (to mysticism 

and the truth of revelation) by exoteric knowledge (by 

politics and by truth held to represent the 'general will' 

of a community of interests). In any case, Lowith contends 

that Hegel continued to employ theological arguments to 

prepare the way for rationalism's escape from the impasse 

it had arrived at in Kan t • Es s en t ia1 to 

in t e r pre tat ion 0 f He gel, ish iss u b m iss ion t hat: " For an 

understanding of Hegel's system, his philosophy of religion 

is even more important than his philosophy of the state. 

I tis not jus ton e com p 0 n e n t 0 f the wh 0 1 e s y s t em, but its 
2 

spiritual centre of gravity." Thus the philosophy of 

religion is invoked to explain Hegel's logico-

epistemological contribution and his political philosophy. 



In i t i a 11 y, L'~ wit h 10 cat e sHe gel bye x pIa i n i n g t l1 e e pis t e m 0 -

logical connection between Kant's philosophy of mind and 

Hegel's phi losophy of th e history of the Spirit. 

Principally, Hegel is understood to have taken up the 

challenge of the problem of mediation: a problem given 

clarity and substantiality in Kant's system but far from 

resolved. For L~ wi th , the necessary prelude to an 

appreciation of Hegel, ann to any criticism of his extreme 

Idealism, is an understanding of the solution to the 

problem of mediation advanced by Hegel and a clear 

perception of the part his philosophy of religion played in 

that solution. 

The problem of mediation is understood to have been 

intrinsic to rationalism from Descartes to Kant. Br i e fly, 

wit h reg a r d tot h e de vel 0 pm en t 0 fLo' wit h ' 8 a r gum e nt, wh a t 

is entailed is the rationalist doctrine: that subject and 

object, noumenon and phenomenon, reason and experience are 

totally antithetical and onto10gica11y distinct. This 

doc t r in e , wh i 1 e i t g u a ran tee d the a b sol ute, un dim i n ish e d 

authority of categorial truth, also contained a troublesome 

agnostic element; since as surely as it affirmed the 

authority of cognitive values not empirically determined, 

just as surely 

of 

it granted to empirical 

rational determination. 

data 

The 

its complete 

severance of independence 

though t and being simultaneously provided a nomenclature 

for the world of experience and admitted that that world 

itself remained unknowable. Or, the possibility of 
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phenomenal knowledge was obstructed by the problem of 

mediation. Which is the problem inherited by Hegel. " To 

discover 'Inri establish the mid-point between subject and 

object, between pro se and per se, between internal and 

external, was the motivating force behind Hegel's entire 

philosophy of mediation, from his first systematic fragment 

to the Logik and Encyklopadie. Through this philosophy 

substance was to become subject and the subject 

3 
substantial." 

Hegel's philosophy is alleged to have filled the vacant 

"middle ground" between the great abstractions of subject 

and object with the concept of history. In addition, 

however, it is Lowith's purpose to explain that a theol-

ogical model played a decisive part in Hegel's formulation. 

In Hegel's solution to the problem of mediation, we are 

told, it is important to notice, on the one hand, that 
4 

"religion takes refuge in philosophy"; while, from the 

opposite direction, it is to be observed how philosophy 

employs theological categories to comprehend the phenomenal 

w 0 r 1 d • Th us, t h r 0 ugh 0 u t , He gel ish e I d to h a v ere gar d e d 

knowledge in quasi-religious terms as "an acknowledgement 
5 

of a nd are con c i 1 i a t ion wi t h 't hat wh i chi s ' ." 

In effect, L'owith construes the philosophy of history as a 

new departure in the theory of knowledge. And he d is co vers 

the distinctiveness of tha t new departure in He ge 1 's 

philosophy of religion. His tory is said, in Hege I' s 
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usage, to denote the sojourn of the estranged spiritual 

essence of Man, such that: "When upon this path of progress 

th e spirit ultimately achieves its full being and 

knowledge, or its self-consciollsness, the history of the 
6 

spirit is completed." History, conceived as the 

phenomenology of Spirit, attempts a 'recollection' of all 

the diverse, dissipated projections of the spirit; in a 

manner th a t discovers the philosophical tru th of the 

Christian doctrine of salvation. As Christianity would 

unite the human and the divine, so Hegel's theory of 

mediation envisages the reconciliation of human reason and 

its estranged, externalized representations. 

In accentuating the problem of mediation, Lowith no doubt 

focusses upon a central aspect of Hegel's philosophy. He 

manages to convey the emancipatory impact of Hegel's 

philosophy of history for ra t ional is t epistemology, 

paralyzed between antinomical abstractions. Lowi th 

explains Hegel to the extent that he insists: that Hegel 

pointed confidently to the middle ground, to the phenomenal 

interpenetration of subject and object, as the terrain upon 

which philosophy would develop. It is less certain that 

Lowith is correct to perceive the essence of the philosophy 

of history in the philosophy of religion. In fact, 

LBwith's procedure tends to enforce an epistemological 

reduction of the philosophy of history. This is done to 

the extent that the philosophy of history is presented as a 

solution in the theory of knowledge, as an initiative in 
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the history of ideas; but without any further consideration 

being given to the methodological pretext or implications 

of that initiative. More precisely, no stock is taken of 

the fact tha t Hege 1 successfully specified, in his 

ph e nom e no log y, a met hod wh ere b y the 0 r y co u 1 d con c e p t u ali z e 

socio-historical relations, as politically constituteri, as 

revisable and controllable. 

Moreover, Lowith's formalism, his epistemological reduction 

of the Hegelian problematic, is indispensable for the 

superficial success of his argument that Hegel's philosophy 

of religion is the centre of gravity of his system. On 

closer inspection, the theological or eschatological model, 

as L()with prefers to call it, cannot be said to do more 

than provide an insight into Hegel's thought; by means of 

an analogy that is easily overworked and which fails to 

illuminate Hegel's phenomenological method. In L'Owi th ' s 

interpretation, the "principle of consummation dominates 

the nature of the three absolute forms of the spirit: art, 
7 

religion and philosophy." This means that in each medium 

through which it expresses itself, to itself, human 

existence is a problem of consummation for phenomenology as 

it was for theology. The philosophy of history is held to 

be animated by the possibility of effecting a final 

reconciliation of spirit and matter. According to L'Owith: 

"Hegel completes the history of the spirit in the sense of 

its ultimate fulfilment, in which everything which has 

taken place hitherto or has been conceived is comprehended 

99 



in a unity; but he completes it also in the sense of an 

eschatological eno, in which the history of the spirit is 
8 

finally realizeci." De vel 0 pin g his poi nt, Co wit h ins is t s 

that: "Hegel ciisplaces the Christian expectation of the end 

of the wor-lo of time into th e course of the world 

process •.••. in recollection, he understanos all history 

'up to this time and from this time' as fulfilment of all 

9 
ages." 

A 11 0 f wh i chi sst i 11 va 1 i d as ins t r u c t i ve a n a log Y • Qu i te 

possibly, quite probably, the analogy is precisely the one 

which lay behind Hegel's conception of alienation. Lowith 

is clearly wrong, however, to maintain that the philosophy 

of religion is the dominant strand of Hegel's philosophy, 

when it is apparent that it provides only an imagery. On 

the contrary, it seems obvious that Hegel's secularization 

of theological themes, his focus upon the strictly 

phenomenological aspect of the spirit's activity, involves 

subordination of theology to the imperatives of a more 

practical interest, temporarily obstructed in its 

determination to comprehend and dominate the phenomenal 

world. Hegel's preoccupation with re-conceptualizing the 

empirical nature of human experience clearly had a methodo-

logical-scientific motivation rather than a moral-

theological one. In his recourse to religion, it is as if 

Hegel affords it "refuge in philosophy" only when it has 

paid its way by acceding to the secularization of its 

imagery of alienation and reconciliation. 
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At wh ich point, th e ideological significance of Kar 1 

L~with's interpretation emerges into view. That is to say: 

it hecomes apparent tha t in emphasizing th e Hegelian 

philosophy of religion, L"owi th ho th devalues He ge 1 ' s 

political philosophy and cuts Hep,el adrift from the history 

of the philosophy of practice. In casting Hegel's thought 

in a theological mould, in subsuming the philosophy of 

history in that frame, Lowith diverts attention away from 

the particular way in which Hegel defines the middle 

g r 0 u n d: wh i chi s as the pro b 1 em a tic reg ion. not wh ere the 

question of salvation intrudes, but where human reason 

contends with Nature. In other wo rds , the Hege lian 

phenomenology defines th e problem of mediation as a 

political problem: the problem of pitting human powers 

against objective forces, natural and social. In fact, 

Lowith's book is generously appreciative of the fact that 

many of his followers and critics distilled the political 

significance of the master's thought. Bu t Lowi th does no t 

credit Hegel himself with any particular political acuity. 

This is the burden of Lowith's concise account of Marx's 

response to Hegel. 
.. 

For Marx, Lowith writes: "Hegel's 

reconciliation with reality was not within reality but only 

with it, in the element of comprehension. Now philosophy 
10 

m u s tit s elf ' t urn 0 u twa r d' and eng age the wo rId. " Clearly, 

Hegel is understood by Marx, in this interpretation, to 

have stipulated that reality must be measured and brought 

to book by reason. But it is left to Marx and to the Young 
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Hegelians, generally, to derive the political implications 

and to give Hegel's thought a political colour. 
.. 

Lowith 

appears to overstate the extent to which the rational 

kernel haci to be extracted from the mystical shell of 

Hegel's philosophy of history. 

Con sis ten t 1 y, too, L'o wit h sub mit sap 0 0 res tim ate oft h e 

worth of Hegel's political philosophy. Th e Ph i los 0 ph Y 0 f 

Right is construed as the product of a logical-theological 

formula rather than as an exercise in practical philosophy • 

.. 
Says Lowith: "He saw the existing Prussian State of 1821 as 

a reality in the sense defined by the Logik: an immediate 

union of internal being and external existence, a reality 
11 

in the ' em ph a tic's ens e 0 f the wo rd. " Co t e r TTl i n 0 us I y , 

Hegel's theory of the State is presented as romantically 

anachronistic, as looking back in nostalgia to a Greek 

ideal rather than as a circumspect and judicious evaluation 

of objectively realizable possibilities. According to 

Low i t h: " Th i sid e a 0 f the s tat e wh i chi s the c r i tic a 1 

criterion for Hegel's analysis of bourgeois society, is 

only apparently the result of a dialectical development of 

modern society. In reality it springs from quite a 
12 

different source: the polis of classical antiquity." 

There are other interpretations of Hegel. For Lukacs, for 

example, it is ridiculous to portray Hegel as a sentimental 

antiquarian: "his important contribution from the time of 

the Frankfurt crises" says Lukacs, "was to insist that 
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antiquity had gone forever, that it had ceased to he a 
13 

model for modern man." For Marcuse, meantime, Hegel's 

theory of the State represented a consiriered, farsighted 

calcul:ltion of the balance of power in Germany. Th us , 

Marcuse writes: "Hegel wrote his Philosophy of Right as a 

defence of th e s ta te against th is pseudo-democratic 

ide 0 log y, i n wh i c h h e saw a m 0 res e rio us t h rea t to f r e e Ii 0 m 
14 

than in the continued rule of the vested authorities." It 

is pointless I however I to dismiss L(;with's construction 

peremptorily as a grotesque caricature. It is better to 

let it serve as an introduction to those other 

interpretations for which Hegel's thought was in every 

sense a political philosophy. 

Herbert Marcuse and the Anthropological Problematic 

The problem of mediation is subordinated in Herber t 

Marcuse's study of Hegel to themes of importance for a 

methodological investigation of the antecedents of the 

critique of ideology: in particular, to the concept of 

labour, the relation of theory and practice and the 

transition from idealist to materialist dialectics. 

Moreover, for Marcuse, Hegel transformed the problem of 

mediation: he did not solve it. Admittedly, Marcuse 

begins, Hegel recognized that the limitation of the Kantian 

philosophy represented the great intellectual challenge of 

his day. "The Kantian philosophy," Marcuse writes, "left a 

gulf between thought and being or between subject and 
15 

object, which the Hegelian philosophy sought to bridge." 
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Equally, however, Marcuse insists that: "This separation 

was not primarily an epistemological problem for Hegel. 

Time and again he stressed tha t the relation between 

subject ann object, their opposition, denoted a concrete 

conflict in existence; and that its solution, the union of 
16 

opposites, was a matter of practice as well as of theory." 

To put it another way, in Marcuse's interpretation, Hegel 

responded to the Kantian challenge hy transforming the 

problem of mediation from a strictly epistemological 

difficulty into a political-historical one. 

In short, Ma rc us e' s view is expressed concisely in 

Habermas's suggestion that Hegel's rejoinder to Kant 

effected "a radicalization or abolition of the theory of 
17 

knowledge." In t his in t e r pre tat ion, the but t 0 f He gel' s 

criticism is epistemology itself, the authoritative 

theoretical practice employed in producing 'transcendental' 

legitimations of science. For Hegel, we are told, Kant's 

'critical philosophy' ceased to be critical where it 

resolved the problem of knowledge by installing a 

re-furbished 'immediate truth' centred upon the "unity of 

consciousness." Hegel's critique of epistemology bears 

down upon the "transcendental" (and therefore 

incomprehensible, inexplicable and ultimate presupposition) 

"unity of consciousness" postulated by Kant to discover its 

limitation. As Habermas puts it: "Kant reconstructs the 

organization of the cognitive faculty, as the essential 

unity of the transcendental conditions under wh ich 
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knowledge is possible, by starting with a priori valid 

pro po sit ion san d wit han ego for wh i c h the val i d i t y 0 f 
18 

(these) propositions exists." Hegel's critique makes this 

Kantian fundament problematic. In particular, Hegel's 

dialectical logic is said to begin in its perception that 

with Kant neither the genesis of the ego, nor the genesis 

of the categories of consciousness is brought in question. 

The 'critical philosophy' in fact stands in Hegel's view 

not so much upon the "immediate certainty" as upon the 

impenetrable mystery of the identity of the ego and its 

categorial content. 

In Ma r c use's interpretation and in the interpretation 

clarified further by Habermas, Hegel's theorization of the 

"middle ground", excluded by the epistemological prejudice 

of the philosophy of consciousness, originated in the 

dialectic of the ego and its categories. Regarded somewhat 

schematically, in this light, Hegel's philosophy of history 

is understood to comprise: an account of the genesis of the 

Ego indispensable to the rationalist tradition, initially 

and principally set out in the Phenomenology of Spi ri t 

( wh i c h t ran s c rib est h e g e n e sis 0 f the Ego as" the pat h way 
19 

of doubt, or more precisely as the way of despair)"; and, a 

survey of the genesis of, and a sequential analysis of, the 

categorial systems of philosophy, elaborated in the Logic 

(which traces the evolution of "the different forms of 

a s c e r t a i n in g the t rut h ;" and wh i c h pre sen t s a 11 the s y s t ems 

of philosophy as "one philosophy at different degrees of 
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maturity; and which always regards the later philosophy as 

the result of all the systems that have preceded and 
20 

( wh i c h) m u s tin c 1 u cl e the i r p r inc i pIe s •... " ) 

Schematically, the Phenomenology and the Logic comprise 

the subjective and objective dimensions of the philosophy 

of history. Together, these works explode the 'unity of 

con sci 0 usn e s s' pre sup p 0 sed bye pis t em 0 log Y - wh i c h rem a ins 

in perpetuity a creature of the philosophy of mind-and of 

the possibility of truth conceivable in that framework. 

Hegel's Radicalization of Epistemology 

The schematism that represents the Phenomenology of Spirit 

and the Logic as the subjective and objective moments, 

respectively, of Hege l' s though t is discernible in 

Marcuse's study. Mo reover, Ma r c us e finds the rud imen ts of 

this construction in Marx. At least, it is quite apparent 

that Marcuse echoes Marx's assessments of the significance 

of Hegel's principal theoretical works; and that these in 

turn accord with the perspective being opened out here. S~ 

in Reason and Revolution, Marcuse develops the implications 

of Marx's observation that: "The importance of Hegel's 

Phenomenology and its final result the dialectic of 

negativity as the moving and producing principle - lies in 

the fact that Hegel conceives the self-creation of man as a 

process ••••• that he, therefore, grasps the nature of 

labour and conceives objective man true, because real 
21 

man - as the result of his own labour." Unquestionably, 
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too, Reason and Re vol uti 0 n extrapolates from Ma rx ' s 

pro n 0 un c em e n t t hat: "t h e wh 0 leo f the Log i cis proof oft h e 

fact that abstract thought is nothing for itself, that the 

absolute inea is nothing for itself and that only nature is 

22 
something." In other words, Marcuse, following ~larx, 

emphasizes that Hegel saw the Ego, consciousness, as a 

process and as an anthropological phenomenon. Equally, 

Marcuse, like Marx, stresses that for Hegelian Logic the 

substantiality of categorial frameworks is primary. Both 

urge tha t the i r existence, as ne t works of concrete 

determinations, is what concerned Hegel and what enabled 

him to chart the evolution of philosophical systems. 

In t ere s tin g 1 y, Ma r c use's ex p 0 sit ion 0 f the Phenomenology 

begins with a warning that, although it was originally 

conceived as an introductory work, that book became in 

execution a substantial contribution to the Hegelian 

system. Hegel, says Marcuse, 'incorporated large parts' of 

his s Y s t em in tot h e Ph en 0 men 0 log y • And he adds: "The 

extreme difficulties that the book offers are, to a great 
23 

extent, due to this procedure." With this qualification 

Marcuse acknowledges that the Phenomenology incorporates a 

larger and more complex purpose than is suggested by 

concentrating upon the theme of the historicity of 

consciousness. In fact, Marcuse maintains, the 

Phenomenology anticipates the subsequent system as a whole 

in all its aspects. Nevertheless, the predominant theme of 

the Phenomenology is the dialectic of historical 
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consciousness from a natural, pre-theoretical state into 

philosophical reflection. The intention of the 

Phenomenology, says Marcuse, was to : "lead human 

un~erstanding from the realm of daily experience to that of 
24 

real ph i los 0 phi c a I knowledge, to absolute truth." 

Beginning with pre-theoretical consciousness and its 

everyday experience, Marcuse explains, Hegel "shows that 

this mode of experience, like any other, contains elements 

that undermine its confidence in its ability to 'perceive 

the ' real', and force the search to proceed to ever higher 
25 

modes of understanding." Every deficient basis for 

knowledge will be exposed by overwhelming objective 

conditions which will necessitate reflection and 

reorientation. In Ma r c use's a c c 0 un t: "I f man pay sst ric t 

attention to the results of his experience, he will abandon 

one type of knowledge and proceed to another, from 

perception to understanding, to self-certainty, until he 
26 

reaches the truth of reason." 

For Hegelian logic, Ma r c use con tin u e s , the d e t e r min ate 

epistemological factor is the "changing relation between 
27 

consciousness and its objects." At greater length, he 

writes: "When experience begins, the object seems a stable 

entity, independent of consciousness; subject and object 

appear to be alien to one another. The progress of 

knowledge, however, reveals that the two do not subsist in 

isolation. It becomes clear that the object gets its 
28 

objectivity from the subject." In Ma r x ' sap p I i cat ion 0 f 
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th is principle, by way of amplification, it is made 

apparent tha t even the ostensihly primeval, natural 

relation of man to organic nature, the existential condit-

ion of the peasantry in subsistence agriculture, is an 

already historical relation that has to be constantly 
29 

posited, maintained and reproduced in labour. The point 

urged by Marcuse, is that, for Hegel: "the real object is 

constituted by the (intellectual) activity of the subject. 

The latter discovers that it itself stands 'behind' the 

objects, that the world becomes real only by force of the 
30 

comprehending power of consciousness." 

These are the terms in which Marcuse discusses Hegel's 

abrogation of epistemology and his dissolution of the 

rig i d i tie s 0 f the Ka n t ian s y s t em. The decisive factor, 

Marcuse maintains, is Hegel's much more practical approach 

to the problem of knowledge. So, the problem of knowledge 

is no longer construed as a matter of contemplation and 

disinterested reflection, instead it becomes a matter of 

projection and of engagement with objective determinations. 

For Hegel, Marcuse contends: "self-consciousness has yet to 

demonstrate that it is the true reality; it must make the 
31 

world its free realization." Ac cor din g 1 y , Marcuse's 

explanation runs: "Referring to this task, Hegel declares 

the subject to be 'absolute negativity,' signifying that it 

has the power to negate every condition and to make it its 

own consc ious work. Th is is not an epistemological 

activity and cannot be carried out solely within the 
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process of knowledge, for that process cannot be severed 

from the historical struggle that is itself a constitutive 

part of the way to truth and of the truth itself. The 

subject must make the world its own doing, if it is to 

recognize itself as the only reality. The process of 
32 

knowledge becomes the process of history." 

In effect, Marcuse explains that Hegel reconceptualized the 

problem of mediation as it confronted another subject than 

t hat r e cog n i zed by Ka n tis t ran s c end en tal ide ali s m ; as i t 

affected a subject no longer confined to consciousness and 

to the dialectic of thought and its fixed categorial 

fundament. In Kant, we are told, "reason is limited to an 

inner realm of the mind and is made powerless over 'things-
33 

in-themselves' ." In its completely inward, private 

d e fin i t ion 0 f the power 0 f rea son , Ka n t ian rat ion ali s m 

renounces any proprietary claim on the phenomenal world. 

To put it another way, Marcuse remarks that: "it is not 

really reason but the understanding that holds sway in the 
34 

Kantian philosophy"; which means that that philosophy 

offers no resistance to the objective determination of its 

categorial horizon, but is passively and quietistically 

content with introspective reflection. It merely 

acknowledges the antinomical structure of existence, the 

limitation of understanding and the entirely 'transcend-

ental' or 'noumenal' capability of Reason. 

Nevertheless, so Marcuse argues, Hegel considered his 
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position to be an extension and correction, or sublation 

rat her t han a Ii est r u c t ion, oft he 1(a n t ian con s t r u c t ion. 

"Hegel makes special mention of the fact," says MarcuRe, 
35 

"that Kant did overcome this limitation at many points." 

Particular importance is attached, in this respect, to the 

Kantian notion of an "original synthetic unity of 

apperception," the theory of mediating subjectivity 

enunciated by Kan t , which conceives of subjectivity 

practically; which denotes, Marcuse observes: "an activity 

by wh i c h the ant ago n ism bet we ens u b j e c tan d 0 b j e c tis 
36 

produced and simultaneously overcome." At ten t ion is d r a wn 

a 1 sot 0 the dis tin c t i v e n e s s 0 f Ka nt's e t h i cal ide ali s m ; 

which in equating phenomenal subjectivity and volition, 

rather than noumena1 subjectivity and consciousness, also 

prioritizes a practical consideration. In effect, it is 

recalled that Kant's ethical theory locates the 

possibility of freedom in the exercise of reason, not in 

understanding. In Kant's formulation, Marcuse, following 

Hegel, stresses that: "the autonomous individual gives 

himself the unconditional duty to obey universal laws that 
37 

he imposes upon himself of his own free will." 

In the interpretation advanced by Marcuse, Hegel retains 

and emancipates the practical thrust of Kant's critical 

philosophy. Hegel enlarges the scope of both the 

theoretical and practical dimensions of Kantian 

rationalism, he integrates these estranged epistemological 

and ethical aspects and he defines the whole, unified 
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purpose of reason in its obligation to impose universal 

significance on a meaningless reality. Hegel's historical 

conception of subjectivity comprehends the essence of 

reason anthropologically, in the predisposition and 

capacity of men to penetrate and structure objective 

conditions. In these terms, the task of philosophical 

reflection, Marcuse explains, is also transformed. On 

reflection, says Marcuse, it becomes obvious: "that behind 

the curtain of appearance is not an unknown thing-in-

itself, but the knowing subject. Self-consciousness is the 

essence of things. We usually say this is the step from 

Kant to Hegel, 
38 

tha t is , from critical to absolute 

idealism." And the distinctiveness of absolute idealism 

lies in its dissolution of the ontological dualism 

fundamental to the Kan tian ph ilosophy. In absolute 

idealism, Marcuse explains: "all opposition between 

consciousness and its object is overcome; the subject 

possesses and knows the world as its own reality, as 
39 

reason." 

Having adduced the essential features of the Hegelian 

theory of the subject, in which the possibility of 

knowledge was reformulated, Marcuse proceeds to consider 

some methodological implications. In th is • Marcuse 

acknowledges the fac t tha t with the 'abolition' or 

'radicalization' of epistemology (with the de-stabilization 

of the a priori unity of consciousness postulated by 

Kantian rationalism) effected by Hegel, the question of 
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the validation of knowlerlge which seemed to have been 

settled categorically by Kant, is blown wide open again. 

Sin c e He gel, in 0 the r wo r d s, ex p 1 0 d edt hem y tho log Y up 0 n 

which scientific truth had been grounded, the cHfficulty 

was to specify, how, without the traditional criteria, 

knowledge could recover its former authority. In order to 

respond to this question, Marcuse is aware, it is necessary 

to ponder the ramifications of Hegel's affirmation of the 

primacy of practical reason over theoretical reason. 

Methodological Inferences 

At a minimum, Marcuse is concerned to demonstrate that the 

Phenomenology contained an unanswerable refutation of the 

basic premisses of positivist theories of scientific 

knowledge. More particularly J he argues that Hegel 

repudiated the empiricism, on the epistemological side, and 

the implied reification, on the ontological side, 

constitutive of modern positivism. Epistemologically, 

Marcuse maintains, positivism has as its principle "the 

ultimate authority of the fact, and observing has been the 
40 

ultimate method of verification." This empiricist bias is 

maintained, however, against the devastating success of 

Hegel's critique. "To Hegel," Marcuse writes, "the facts 

in themselves possess no authority. 
41 

They are 'posited' by 

the subject." For the Hege 1 ian ph ilosoph y, objects 

represent the truth of a rational intention. They realize 

or substantiate human values and purposes. Validation 

mus t , there fore, extrapolate from an ascertainable 
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disposition of objects to the intention and activity of a 

determinate subjectivity. Says Ma r c us e : "Verification 

r e 8 t s, i nth e las tao a 1 y sis, wit h the pro c e sst 0 wh i c hal 1 
42 

f act s are r e 1 ate d a 0 d wh i c h de t e r min est h e i r coo teo t • " 

More emphatically, Marcuse urges the poiot of the Hegelian 

philosophy, thus: "Everything that is given has to be 

justified before reason, which is but the totality of 
43 

nature's and man's capacities." 

In theoretical terms, positivism is dismissed as fatuous ~ 

from an Hegelian perspective, because it defines 

subjectivity, the capacity to commune with and know the 

world, in the restricted terms of sense-experience and 

perception; because it equips theoretical understanding 

only to reflect upon the brute, immutable facts, and denies 

it the power to attribute those facts to a determining 

rationality. As a s eve r ely 1 i mit e d p r act i cal phi los 0 ph Y 

(wi th not by any means insignificant ideological 

conno ta t ions), pos i t i v ism is condemned by Marc us e because 

it binds thought to present certainties and denies the 

developmental potential of human reason. As Marcuse 

expresses this criticism: "Positivism, the philosophy of 

common sense, appeals to the certainty of facts, but, as 

Hegel shows, in a world where facts do not at all present 

what reality can and ought to be, positivism amounts to 

giving up the real potentialities of mankind for a false 
44 

and ali e n wo r 1 d • " 
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Looking to the ontological preconception of positivism, 

Marcuse contends that it implies a reification of empirical 

conditions. Reification, Marcuse explains, denotes,' not 

only or primarily a state of consciousness but above all a 

practical orientation to, the world which mistakes 

historically constituted conditions for a natural order: so 

that, paradigmatically, social relations appear as 

relations between things, governed by natural laws. This 

reification enters the premisses of thought in the form of 

naturalistic presuppositions: "Common sense and traditional 

scientific thought" we are told, "take the world as a 

totality of things, more or less existing per se, and seek 

the truth in objects that are taken to be independent of 
45 

the knowing subject." In the context of Hege l' s 

reformulation of the problem of knowledge, and of his 

re-statement of the purpose of philosophy, however, so 

Marcuse continues, the positivistic preoccupation with 

facts, its fetishism, delivers men to conditions tha t 

dominate them. In Marcuse's words: "The world is an 

estranged and untrue world so long as man does not destroy 

its dead objectivity and recognize himself and his own life 
46 

'behind' the fixed form of things and laws." 

Intrinsic to Marcuse's Hegelian critique of positivism are 

several points of more general methodological significance 

for the possibility of social theory. Fir s t 1 y, Ma r c use's 

rea din g 0 f the Ph e nom en 0 log y s u g g est s t hat in 0 u r pre sen t 

state of knowledge there can be no truthful (ideologically 
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neutral) regression behind Kant that cioes not make its way 

through a detailed critique of Hegel. Secondly, Marcuse 

stresses the point that Hegel's transformation of the 

problem of mediation involved a transition from an 

epistemological to an anthroplogical problematic. Or, to 

put it another way, Marcuse argues that Hegel's phenomeno

log i cal foe us up 0 nth e "m i d d leg r 0 un d " in wh i c h rea son 0 r 

the human spirit externalized and realized itself, markeci a 

momentous 

history. 

turning point for 

From the Hegelian 

the theory 

standpoint, 

of society and 

the principal 

philosophical question became the historical one: what 

became, above all, problematic was the process of self

creation in which man posited and reproduced the conditions 

of his existence. Accordingly, or by implication, Marcuse 

suggests that where social science neglects to consider its 

debt to Hegel, it overlooks one of the decisive formative 

states in its development. 

Thirdly, Marcuse draws attention to the ideological and 

methodological significance of Hegel's genetic approach to 

the theory of the subject. It becomes clear, in the light 

of the Phenomenology, that the determinate epistemological 

f ac tor, that the u1 tima te brake imposed upon the 

possibility of knowledge by theories of science, is to be 

found in the concept of subjectivity that they propound or 

to which they subscribe,almost. unconsciously. So, in the 

case of 

knowledge 

empiricist 

is defined 

frameworks, 

in terms 
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sensation and perception; or, where in a more rationalistic 

positivism, when the subject of knowledge is definerl alBo 

in terms of control of categorial schemata (the laws of 

mathematics, economics or computer science); so, in each 

case, the power of the subject to know is pre-determined 

and absolutely circumscribed. 

The unique characteristic of the Hegelian philosophy of 

history and its theoretical progeny is that no a priori 

epistemological restriction is imposed. The subject of 

knowledge conce i ved by th e Ph enomeno logy is embarked on a 

path of doubt 

historicity of 

wh i chi m p 1 i cat e s him pro g res s i vel yin the 

things and in the collective process of 

man's self-creation. In the Hegelian framework, the 

problems of social reproduction, in general, confront 

philosophy and they challenge the manifold and collective 

capacities of human beings. The philosophy of science, by 

comparison, has already bracketed out the problems of 

social practice, or pre-judged them as technical

administrative problems arising in a reified, quasi-natural 

order, before social science takes them up. This does not 

mean, incidentally, that the various non-Hegelian 

sociologies have failed to conceptualize social relations. 

In fact, they have theorized society in many ways, 

employing many models, with a variety of methods. In 

general, however, sociology tends to mirror society (to 

seek a naturalistic method that will enable it to offer 

simple, 'photographic' representations, or an 'objective 
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knowledge') without comprehending the limit imposed by its 

own methodological protocols, and without grasping the 

historicity of social conditions. Sociologism is nothing 

but th e projection of every human capacity onto an 

abstract, social-subject. And sociologism is a theoretical 

predisposition that succumbs to prevalent authoritarian, 

even totalitarian, socio-historical trends. 

With the irreversible intrusion of He ge 1 , philosophy 

becomes inextricably implicated in the historical "middle 

ground"; and social theory is obliged to pay the strictest 

attention to the manner in which it de-limits the social 

being, the practical capabilities of the subject of 

knowledge. This is to say that both a practical theory 

of society and a critique of ideology are embryonic 

tendencies of Hegel's thought. 

Idealist and Materialist Dialectics 

Th e m 0 ret end en t i 0 us par t 0 f Ma r c use's stu d y 0 f He gel 

purports to explicate the ~ogic as the objective dimension 

of the philosophy of absolute idealism. Here it is more 

evident that Marcuse: "tried to go beyond mere re-statement 

and to elucidate those implications of Hegel's ideas that 

identify them closely with the later developments in 
47 

Eu r 0 pea n though t • pa r t icul a r 1 y wi th the Ma rxian theor y." 

Briefly, Marcuse attempts to describe the transition from 

idealist to materialist dialectics. The difficulties 

inherent in attempting to maintain the crude distinction 
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between idealism and materialism and to make it explain the 

relation between Hegel and Marx present themselves at this 

stage. The danger of toppling over into the kind of 

"dialectics of matter" propounded by Engels is averted but 

the predisposition to define Marxism, primarily, as 

materialism is not entirely satisfactory. 

To begin with, however, Marcuse situates Hegel's Science of 

Logic in relation to Kant's transcendental logic. In the 

logic of transcendental idealism, we are told, concrete 

objects are not conceived of as objectifications of reason; 

nor are the categories of the understanding required to 

mediate objective conditions and movements to conscious-

ness: their validity is not contingent upon their 

satisfactory performance of this function. Instead, the 

categories designated by Kant, the categories necessarily 

employed by science, announced a 

correlation" between the grounds of 

knowledge and experience and the grounds 

the objects of knowledge and experience. 

"transcendental 

possibility of 

of possibility of 

The connec t ion 

between consciousness and being is apprehended in the 

modalities of necessity and immediacy. It is not 

apprehended dialectically, or genetically, as a practical 

relation. 

Hegel is understood to have both exploited the success of 

transcendental idealism and to have eliminated its main 

weakness. Specifically, Marcuse lays great stress on 



Hegel's appreciation that, as he says, transcendental logic 

aIr e a d y com p r i sed for mal log i can don t 0 log Y ; b Y wh i c h he 

alludes to the doctrine of the "transcendental correlation", 

which stipulates that the principles of thought are also 

the constitutive principles of Being. 

that Ka nt's logic incorporated, "the 

substantiality, causality and community 

Marcuse explains 

categories of 
48 

(reciprocity)", 

recognizing these as ontologically significant principles; 

while it retained "the theory of judgment" in its formalist 

logic. But, according to Marcuse, it was this formalism 

that Hegel had to break down. 

For Hegel, Kant's system failed to capitalize on its 

integration of logical and ontological principle. Or it 

formalized and petrified the relation of thought and being. 

As, principally, a formal logic, it appeared to be burdened 

with its ontological content, whose extra-logical, 

referential adequacy it attributed to an irreducibly 

subjective source, namely: the structure of consciousness 

in general. Against this tendency, which evinced 

embarassment in connection with its ontological 

credentials, Hegel is understood, by Marcuse, to have 

recommended a more critical attitude to the concrete 

properties of logical systems. In Marcuse's account: 

"Hegel announced in his criticism of the Kantian philosophy 

t hat the t ask 0 flo g i c wa s ' to de vel 0 p , the cat ego r i e san d 
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not merely 'to assemble' them." 

here, had a double emphasis. 
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It meant enhancement of the 



value of the categories as accurate conceptual represent-

ations of concrete realitie~; and it meant extending the 

power of the categories as objective representations or 

externalizations of sub .i e c t i v e (human) intention. 

Development implied the increased capacity of logic to 

mediate objective conditions theoretically, and the greater 

ability of logic to control environmental conditions. 

In the set e r m s, He gel's log i cis des c rib e d by Ma r c use a s a 

material logic. He says: "The striking difference between 

Hegel's logic and the traditional logic has often been 

emphasized in the statement that Hegel replaced the formal 

logic by a material logic, repudiating the usual separation 
50 

of the categories and forms of thought from their content." 

In fact, it is reasonable to suggest that Marcuse 

understands Hegel's logic as, in the first instance, the 

result of an ontological subversion of the categories of 

formal log i c; wh ich proc es s 0 f s ubve rs io n had beg un in 

transcendental idealism. Ma r c use wr i t e s: " 0 n e co u Ids a y 

that he (Hegel) takes the principles of thought from the 
51 

principles and forms of reality." By way of illustration, 

Hegel's treatment of the category of definition is set out. 

" Wit h i nth e log i cal t r ad i t ion , " Ma r c use ex pIa ins, " the 

definition is the relation of thought that grasps the 

universal nature of an object in its esential distinction 

from other objects. According to Hegel," the explanation 

continues, "the definition can tio this only because it 

reproduces (mirrors) the actual process in wh ich the 
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object differentiates itself from other ohjects to which it 

is related. The definition mu~t express, th en, the 

m 0 v em en tin wh i c h abe in g m a in til ins its ide n tit Y t h r 0 ugh 
52 

the negation of its conditions." This subversion of the 

logical by the ontological, however, is, in the context of 

Hegel's transformation of the aims of logic, only a prelude 

to his more important dissolution of the ontological in the 

historical. Thus, with regard to the Hegelian treatment of 

the category of definition, Marcuse concludes by remarking, 

that for Hegel: "a real definition cannot be given in one 

isolated proposition, but must elaborate the real history 

of the 

reality." 

The most 

object, 
53 

radical 

for its 

as pe c t 

history alone explains its 

of Hege I' s though t, Marcuse 

maintains, is its historical sensibility. "Hegel's logic is 

but a reflection of the movement of being ",Marcuse writes. 

Integral to this historical perception is his rationalism: 

"to Hegel, reason cannot govern reality unless reality has 
54 

become rational in itself." Hegel's rationalism is of a 

kind that makes the organization of existence in general a 

responsibility for man: "This rationality is made possible 

through the subject's entering the very content of nature 

and history. The objective reality is thus also the 

realization of the subject. It is this conception that 

Hegel summarizes in the most fundamental of his 

propositions, namely, that Being is, in its suhstance, a 
55 

'subject.'" Second1 y, Hege 1 ' s historicism includes a 
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sociological component, since the reality that undergoes 

the process of rationalization has a kind of social 

objectivity. Thirdly, Hegel's historicism contains a 

dynamic· practical moment which not only finds the essence 

of things in their characteristic movements bu t wh i ch 

discovers the essence of the historical in the changing 

relationship of man to the world. Th us, say s Ma r c use, in 

Hegel's Philosophy of History: "the historical development 

from the Oriental to the modern world is conceived as one 

in which man makes himself the actual subject of the 
56 

historical process." 

Nevertheless, while the historical principle, most 

unequivocably announced in the Phenomenology of Spirit, 

represents, in Marcuse's view, the most progressive aspect 

of Hegel's thought; the failure of the Hegelian system lies 

in the fact that in the mature theoretical work, the 

Science of Logic, the historical principle is subordinated 

to an ontological one. Ul timately, Marcuse argues, the 

dialectical, practical element is subordinated to and 

extinguished by a compulsion to propound a definitive 

categorical system, or an Absolute Knowledge. In the 

Hegelian system, Marcus e alleges: "its historical 

aspiration is constantly overwhelmed by the ontological 
57 

conceptions of absolute idealism." Hegel's though t 

culminates, we are told, in: "a final transformation of 
58 

history into ontology." To understand this judgment, it is 

necessary to recognize that, for t-tarcuse, Hegel's philosophy 
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is fundamentally a political philosophy. So that Marcuse 

interprets the Phenomenology as a philosophical critique 

that hegan in the perplexities of everyday consciousness 

and wh i c h dis c 0 v ere d the has i s 0 f tho ugh t ' she t e ron 0 m yin 

the historically constituted political structures of the 

day and the rationality they imposed. Subsequently, 

perhaps already in the Phenomenology, and certainly in the 

Science of Logic and in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel is 

understood by Marcuse to have proclaimed the absolute 

rationality of actual socio-historical and political 

con d i t ion s. In 0 the r wo r d s, he iss aid to h a vet ran s c rib e d 

the historicity of things in the form of an ontology. 

For Marcuse, the failure of Hegel's Logic, its foreclosure 

of the historical dialectic, its collapse into ontology,is 

attributable to the socio-historical position of 

philosophy itself, to its social function, which Hegel 

could not abrogate. "From their origin," Marcuse explains, 

"the basic concepts of idealism reflect a social separation 

of the intellectual sphere from the sphere of material 

production. Their content and their validity had to do 

with the power and the facul ties of a ' leisure class,' 

which became the guardian of the idea by virtue of the fact 

that it was not compelled to work for the material 

reproduction of society. For, its exceptional status freed 

this class from the inhumane relations that the material 

reproduction created, and made it capable of 

them. The truth of philosophy thus became a 
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its remoteness from material practice ." Ultimately, 

Marcuse suggests, in spite of his profound dissatisfaction 

with a quietistic philosophy of mind, Hegel was forced to 

settle for the Idea of truth. Which means that Hegel 

conceived freedom in terms of a retrospecti.ve, philosophic 

comprehension of the objective determinations of historical 

existence, but, interpreted those objective conditions as 

the unalterable real result of the collective effort of 

rationalization. 

It is at th is point, however, notwiths tanding the 

• plausfbility of his sociological explanation of Hegel's 

involuntary collapse into ontology, that Marcuse encounters 

the problems inherent to the idealism-materialism 

dichotomy. For example, it is essential to Marcuse's 

argument that Marx should have somehow rescued the 

,'materialist logic' of absolute idealism. But this implies 

that the distinction between idealism and materialism was 

already transcended by Hegel. It suggests that Marx's 

logic has some essential affinity with Hegel's. Similarly, 

Marcuse locates the difference between Hegel and Marx in 

the greater concreteness of Marx's categories: "Marx 

focussed his theory on the labour process and by so doing 

held to an~ consummated the prinCiple of the Hegelian 

dialectic that the structure of the content (reality), 
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determines the structure of the theory." The difference, 

in question, however, does not seem to lie in the way that 

logical categories are 'assembled' and 'developed' by 
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Marx, but to consist exclusively in the fact that he 

studied the categories peculiar to the labour process under 

capitillism. No difference in 'method' is inciicaterl; while, 

substantively, concreteness is equated with economic~. Yet 

again, in attempting to crystallize the di~tinctiveness of 

materialist dialectics, Ma r c us e maintains tha t Marx's 

contribution brought about the negation of philosophy 

itself. But, here, more than ever, Marcuse falls victim to 

the simplistic idealism/materialism dichotomy: having 

defined philosophy as idealism, he is compelled to define 

materialism as the negation of philosophy. In short, the 

relationship 

finesse. 

be tween Hegel and Marx requires greater 

Nevertheless, although he places an excessive trust in a 

crude explanatory device, Marcuse does make the point that 

between Hegel and Marx some crucial change occurred in the 

logical significance of theories of society and history for 

the 'truth' value of philosophical representations. In 

other words, he suggests that if there was a logical 

difference between Hegel and Marx it was to be found in 

their relative positions with regard to the 

conceptualization of social and historical conditions. 

More precisely, Marcuse suggests that Hegel still looked to 

philosophy to fulfil a traditional obligation and to supply 

in knowledge, in an inspired representation of the limits 

of the human condition, the means of an intellectual-

spiritual transcendence. It is in this sense that Hegel is 
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said to have elaborated an ontology, by virtue of the fact 

tha t transcendence remained a possibility of the 

contemplative life, of consciousness; and' by default, in the 

sense that philosophy enjoined resignation to the existing 

configuration of things. For Marx, on the other hand, this 

philosophic attitude to existential circumstances presented 

itself as an obstacle to the theorization of the material 

conditions of social life. For Marx, Marcuse argues: "If 

there was to be any progress beyond this philosophy, it had 

to be an advance beyond philosophy itself and, at the same 

time, beyond the social and political order to which 
61 

philosophy had tied its fate." In short, Marcuse offers an 

exegesis of the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach. He contends 

that while Hegel characterized historical existence as the 

ensemble of practices through which the process of Man's 

self creation was accomplished; still, he did not ascribe a 

practical role to philosophy. 

Conclusion 

Wh en Marcus e re lies upon the dis t inc t ion be tween idea lism 

and materialism, to differentiate Marx and Hegel, his 

exposition falters. When, however, he discerns the logical 

difference between them in the area of their theories of 

society and history, when he appears to explicate the 

meaning of the last thesis on Feuerbach, Marcuse indicates 

a more subtle and plausible mutation. Marcuse succeeds, 

that is to say, where he contributes to an understanding of 

the way the philosophy of practice advanced between Hegel 
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anci Marx. 

'Perhaps, li ke Feuerbach, Marcuse underestimates th e 

importance of philosophical nevelopments on the 'active 

side.' Somewhat against the logic of Marcllse's account, 

therefore, it is important to stress that the place to look 

for continuity from Hegel to Marx is on the side of the 

development of the theory of the subject. Fo r Ka nt, He gel 

and Marx, a practical postulate, an active subjective 

principle,is primary and determinate in epistemological and 

methodological terms. In each framework, knowledge is 

coextensive with what can be grasped of objective 

mediations. For Kant, the epistemological subject 

synthesizes sensation and perception in consciousness: the 

mediation of subject and object is entirely abstract. For 

Hegel, subject and object are mediated, initially, prior to 

any recollection, in a socio-political reality in which men 

h um ani zen a t u r e • For Ma rx, 

properly cons trued as the 

Th e ' 0 b j e c t i ve d i ale c tic ' 

the immanent "middle ground" is 

sphere of material production. 

of History becomes the material 

con t 'e x tin wh i c h the sub j e c t i ve p r inc i p 1 e, the po s sib i lit Y 

of self-transcendence, is addressed. 

Not un e x p e c ted 1 y , the n , i tis in t his are a t hat Ma r x , 

him s elf, d iff ere n t i ate s his po sit ion fro m t hat 0 f He gel • 

In fact, Marx makes two criticisms of the Hegelian theory 

of the subject. Firstly, with Feuerbach, he repudiates 

Hegel's conception of the empirical subject (the ultimate 
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basis of ph i los 0 ph i c reflection, the rea 1 ground of 

knowledge and experience) as an ahstract inversion of any 

actual human being. Say s Ma r x: "R e a 1 man and rea 1 nat u r e 

become mere predicates, symbols of this hidden, unreal man 

ann his unreal nature. Suhject and predicate therefore 

62 
stand in a relation of absolute inversion to one another." 

With wh ich , Marx rejects He ge l' s characterization of 

subjectivity in terms of an abstract, determinate 

consciousness. Th a t con sci 0 usn e s s, Ma r x a r g u e s, wh i chi s 

for Hegel's absolute idealism the essentially subjective 

principle, is in reality the predicate, the property of an 

entire embodied man, whose purposes it serves. 

Next, going heyond Feuerbach, Marx criticizes Hegel's 

conception of the transcendental subject. Hegel is alleged 

to have misread the historical problem and to have conjured 

it away, rather than to have engaged it. Nevertheless, as 

Marx understands the matter, Hegel did define correctly 

the genera 1 ph i losoph ica 1 te rms in wh ich a so 1 u tion co u ld 

be formulated: i.e. Hegel saw the historical problem as one 

of estrangement or alienation in which man in society did 

not recognize the effects of, and so became enslaved in and 

oppressed by, his own design and intention. At the same 

time, however, Marx maintains that Hegel continued to 

propound a purely philosophic resolution of the problem. 

Hegel is said to have restricted the possibility of 

transcendence of historical forms of domination to the 

realm of self-consciousness. l.n thi s abstract setting, 
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f r e e cI 0 m con sis t sin the s t it teo f s elf - r e cog nit ion wh ere 

substance in general is construed as an objective 

representation of subjectivity. For Hegel, Marx wri tes: 

" Th e a p pro p ria t ion 0 f est ran g e ci 0 b j e c t i ve be i n g 0 r the 

supersession of objectivity in the form of estrangement •••• 

principally means fo r Hege 1 the supersession of 

objectivity, since it is not the particular character of 

the object but its objective character which constitutes 

the offence and th e estrangement 
63 

as far as self-

consciousness is concerneci." In effect, Hegel is accused 

of perpetrating an epistemological-philosophical reduction 

of the historical problem. 

Combining his criticisms of the Hegelian subject 1n its 

empirical and socio-historical forms, Marx outlines his own 

perception of the locus of truly historical subjectivity. 

Thus, he writes: "When real, corporeal man, his feet firmly 

on the solid earth and breathing all the powers of nature, 

establishes his real essential powers as alien ohjects by 

externa1ization, it is no t the establishing which is 

subject; it (i.e. what is subjective, or determinate) is 

the subjectivity of objective essential powers whose action 
64 

must therefore be an objective one." Marx, as though 

testing the elasticity of Hegel's concept of history as 

actualized reason, insists that what is truly subjective, 

truly sovereign, is no t private intentionality, not 

volition or the power of the individual to posit and annul 

its e sse n c e ( des ire 0 r pur po s e ) i n rea 1 i t y ; but wh a tis 
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t r u 1 y sub i e c t i v e i s the 0 b .i e c t i v e soc i a 1 totality, the 

entire apparatus that expresses, in the first instance, the 

reality of the collective, human dominion over Nature. In 

Marx's view, estrangement or alienation is a prohlem posed 

and therefore resolvable only in the lahollr process, only 

in the ensemble of practices, that produces and reproduces 

the conditions of social existence. The real locus of the 

problem is progressively represented by Marx as the social 

relations of capitalist production. Co n seq u e n t 1 y • the 

possibility of transcendence is re-interpreten. not with 

regard to the supersession of objectivity itself and the 

cultivation of a classical. philosophic indifference, but 

as an obligation that arises in specific socio-historical 

circumstances which do not realize a rational society. In 

these terms, it is clear that what has occurred between 

Hegel and Marx is that the problem of mediation and its 

practical resolution has been given a more concrete form: 

now, wi t h Ma r x , i tis the ' mid d leg r 0 un d' its elf t hat m U 8 t 

be actively transformed. 
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CHAPTER. TWO 



LOC~C AND HISTORY 

The Prehistory of Hegel's Systematic Philosophy 

The Log ic and the Science of Logic are, ahove all, 

treatises on method. In these works, Hegel surveys the 

history of philosophic method and simultaneously reflects 

upon the antecedents and premisses of his own method. In 

his met hod 0 log i cal in t r 0 s p e c t ion, He gel ann 0 un c est he 

arrival of an historically enlightened method of 

philosophical analysis, in the form of an exhaustive 

critique of all earlier methods. It is correct to say, 

too, that Hegel's logical ruminations demonstrate the 

superior analytic force and the impeccable lineage of his 

own principal methodological category: the Notion. The 

Logic is not only a treatise on method, however. It is 

also the outstanding expression of Hegel's systematic 

philosophy. I tis the the 0 ret i cal vi n d i cat ion 0 f He gel ' s 

system. It is the ultimate theoretical representation of 

the ontology that defines the structure of Absolute 

Knowledge or Universal Reason. 

As an exercise in systematics, Hegel's Logic belongs to the 

dominant tradition in Western thought, known as "first 

philosophy" or "the philosophy of origins": whose aim is to 

articulate as well as to proclaim (and so to assist 

strategically in the administration of) reality's ultimate 
1 

principle. Admittedly, the task has not always been 
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approached scientifically, but this role has never been 

undertaken in a vacuum, or in an ante-chamber of history. 

On the contrary, philosophy's ques t for a universal 

principle has always assumed a pivotal position in the 

existential configuration in which men have reproduced 

their social conditions. The basic aim of enlightenment, as 

it has been sought by the 'philosophy of origins', has 

always been, Adorno remarks: "liberation from the context 
2 

of nature." And, moreover, in spite of the fact that it 

has only recently become scientific, the urge to transcend 

natural constraints has invariably been systematic and 

methodical: it has always combined a systematic categor-

rical framework and a method which makes that system 

effective in practice. Philosophy has never operated in a 

vacuum: in the sense that it has always offered not only 

abstract logical principles but has also provided a method 

that truly organizes life on rational rather than natural 

grounds. 

The history of the dominant philosophic tradition, 

Horkheimer and Adorno have argued, describes a "dialectic 

of enlightenment." " In the most general sense of 

progressive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed at 

liberating men from fear and establishing their 

sovereignty. Yet the fully enlightened earth radiates 

3 
disaster triumphant." The generic problem, as read by 

Adorno and Horkheimer, is that 'first philosophy" 

repeatedly posits its ultimate principle as absolute, but 



prematurely. Instead of ascertaining the limit and value 

of its conceptual systems on the basis of any humane, 

social criterion, 'first philo!';ophy' and the social flowers 

and interests it represents, have imposed reductive 

organizational principles upon the wor 1 d • Th us, the 

emancipatory interest is continually transmitted into a 

principle of domination. To rephrase the matter: in 

idealism, principles advanced and commended for their power 

to widen the scope of man's power over natural conditions, 

invariably become, in systematic application, modes of 

closing down, reducing and containing reality. Adorno 

describes as "first philosophy's" original sin, the 

circumstance that: "in order to enforce continuity and 

comple teness, it mus t elimina te everything that does not 
4 

fit." Elsewhere, he discerns the totalitarian character of 

systematic thought, in the fact that: "It eliminates all 
5 

heterogeneous being." 

Even before it became scientific, then, philosophy is 

understood to have been concerned to lead humanity out of 

mythology and submission to nature. It has elaborated 

conceptual systems and methods designed to subdue and 

exploit natural forces. Above all, Adorno argues, the 

history of "first philosophy" has accomplished a constant 

refinement of method: "without the act of violence of 

method," he maintains, "society and spirit, substructure 
6 

and superstructure would have hardly ~een possible." With 

which observation, Adorno insists on the primacy of the 
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practical over the theoretical concerns of thought. Method 
7 

is defined, by Adorno, as "a mode of procedure of spirit ", 

which means that it i.s i.n the question of method that the 

intrinsically practical problem, t hat wh i c h r a i s est h e 

problem of the actualization of reason or spirit in the 

world, receives consideration. Its prototype, moreover, is 

not personal discipline that commands instinctual energy, 

but the historical circumstance in which social practice is 

organized for the conquest of nature. The prototypical 

scientific model is the systematic logic and method of 

mathematics: "th e metaphysics of numbers", and its 

correlate •••• the "mathematicization of the practical 
8 

world." For Adorno, number is the paradigmatic form in 

which reified spirit establishes its dominion in nature. 

And what the paradigm of number reveals is that theoretical 

success presupposes the success of method in predisposing 

reality under the sign of social categories. 

In Adorno's judgment, the "philosophy of origins took shape 
9 

scientifically as epis temology." As the separate sciences 

encountered the problem of reconciling system and 

method (i.e. of stipulating the precise basis upon which 

the identity of concept and object was to be governed by 

knowledge) at this point, epistemology emerged as a 

specialism. More particularly, epistemology took up the 

problems of systematic logic on a scientific basis, but it 

tended to relinquish the problem of method to the sciences. 

In other words, epistemology assumed an absolute authority 
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on matters of formal propositional coherence and made the 

principle of non-contr"ldiction, or identity, its own; but it 

made no prescription about the structure of reality. In 

this, it continued a tradition in which "first philosophy" 

took no direct, legislative part in the administration of 

soc i e t y • As ever, however, says Adorno, the philosophers 

in their epistemological role as "middlemen": "only commend 

and sell to the master his 

10 
objectified as method." 

means 

Thus, 

of lordship, spirit 

instead of precise 

instructions, epistemology formulates and endorses the 

general rule: that science imposes universal, rational 

significance upon the natural world. In its incarnation as 

epistemology, however, where its principle is explicated 

with the rigour of science, first philosophy, systematics, 

is understood to have approached the threshold of 

self-understanding. At which point, it finds itself in 

contradiction: just shor t of that state of self-

recognition, epistemology both proclaims th e po lit i cal 

innocence of scientific theory and surreptitiously, in the 

fact that it defers from first principles to the authority 

of the sciences, affirms the priority of an effective 

method, ultimately responsible for the reification of the 

spirit and the stabilization of social relations. 

Empiricist epistemology, of course, contrives to deduce the 

possibility of knowledge without an active subject. 

Consciousness and being are presumed to be immediately 

identical. Objective truth simply topples over into a 
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r e c e p t i v e can sci a usn e s s wh ere i t can bet ran s c rib e d by the 

scientist. The real significance of the empiricist 

position is only made apparent, however, in the Kantian 

critique, in whose light the mediating role of subjectivity 

becomes crucial to the generation of knowledge. The key 

factor in empiricism, from this viewpoint, is that the 

suhject of knowledge is empowered, by virtue of its 

postulated passivity, to convey brute facts to 

consciousness. Or, it is precisely because it is defined 

as tabula ras a, as indeterminate, as devoid of any 

intrinsic interest or purpose (except the most 

disinterested intellectual curiosity) that the mind can be 

held to transmit an undistorted knowledge of reality. 

Empiricism, in short, depends in spite of its deliberate 

concern to reduce, rarify and incapacitate the subject of 

knowledge, upon a theory of mediating subjectivity. In 

fact, empiricism in the sens e that it defines the 

possibility of knowledge in terms of a system of 

constraints imposed upon the empirical subject, formulates 

the archetypical epistemology. 

Kant, in contrast, elaborating the basic rationalist 

position.(and there are only two epistemological positions; 

they "fall roughly into 

11 
s 0 r t "), s t r a i g h t for war d 1 Y 

the rationalist and empiricist 

ascribes the possibility of 

knowledge to the constitutive power of subjectivity. Which 

means that Kant acknowledged the primacy of practice, but 

in strictly nominalist terms, within the limits of 
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consciousness, as a truth that applies to the production of 

"pure theory." In the Kantian rationalism knowledge rests~ 

on one side on the necessity, for subjectivity, of 

accepting reality as given; and on the other side, upon the 

obligation to employ a system of pre-formed, interpretative 

p r inc i pIe s, the cat ego r i e s 0 f the un d e r s tan din g, wh i c h are 

defined a priori, as valid-for-all. At which point, with 

the f a i I u reo f s y s t e mat i c ph i los 0 ph y s i g naIl e d by Ka nt's 

nominalism, with the legitimatinp, purpose of epistemology 

unfulfilled, Hegel's treatises on method may be understood 

as a still more desperate attempt, by systematic logic, to 

supply reality's ultimate principle. The differences 

between Hegel's logic and Kant's 

thus, in a preliminary way, be 

Hegel's logic does not accept 

transcendental 

red uced to two: 

the gi vennes s 

logic may 

firs t I y, 

of the 

phenomenal, but finds subjectivity already active in that 

domain; secondly, Hegel's logic does not accept the a 

priori validity of categorial systems, but introduces the 

criterion of "concrete universality." 

Systematic and Dialectical Logic 

Hegel's Logic, then, is an amalgam of dialectics and 

systematics. On one side, systematic logic had not 

accomplished its ultimately totalitarian purpose even in 

its most scientific form, as epistemology. As ep is temo-

logy, logic had incorporated the rigour of science to 

supervise conceptual system-building; but epistemology 

offered only nominalist solutions, it made no prescription 
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about the practical value of categorial frameworks, so 

that, from a general philosophical standpoint, systematic 

success in reality remained haphazard. In the light of 

these considerations, Hegel's Logic attempts to rescue 

systematics from the nominalist doldrums into which it had 

drifted in epistemology. Simul taneous ly, however, as it 

were, in the opposite direction, Hegel's methodological 

cat~ory, the Notion, relentlessly divulges the secret, 

subjectivist conceit of every philosophic system prior to 

h is own. In effect, Hegel's dialectical logic condemns 

categorial s ys tems : firstly, because they rely upon 

unexplicated conceptual resources, or because they do not 

grasp their own 'notions'; and secondly, to the extent that 

-
their practical postulates have proved to be unsustainable, 

in the sense that they fail not as principles, but as 

methods devised to comprehend and subdue reality. 

Hegel's systematic logic begins in a critique of 

systematics. He attacks the systems of idealist philosophy 

and the theories of science to which they give rise. At 

its climax, Hegel's critique takes up Kant's question about 

the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge (the 

problem of mediation) and it propounds an antinominalist 

solution. The Logic is a corrective to the nominalism of 

his predecessors. For Hegel: "philosophy should understand 

that its content is no other than actuality, that core of 

truth which, originally produced and producing itself 

within the precincts of the mental life, has become the 
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12 

world, the inward and outward world of consciousness." In 

the Introduction to The Lo g i c , theory is situated, 

emphatically, unambiguously, in a concrete, historical 

con t ext: its 0 b j e c tis are ali t y m 0 u 1 d e d by Re a son, its 

subject is Reason with a practical commitment to 

substantiate itself. The Logic begins with the practical 

reality of synthetic knowledge. It reflects upon the real 

historical dissolution of the ontological divide between 

noumenon and phenomenon, spirit and matter. 

Considering 'actuality', in its double aspect, Hegel 

defines philosophy's purpose as follows: "The aim of 

knowledge is to divest the objective world that stands 

opposed to us of its strangeness, and, as the phrase is, to 

find ourselves at home in it: which means no more than to 

trace the objective world back to the notion 
13 

to our 

innermost self." An d, her e, He gel ex p 1 a ins wh at, in h is 

opinion, has been overlooked: that philosophy's task is to 

recover for reason the effects of human intervention in 

reality. In employing the Notion as a methodological 

category, Hegel intends to demonstrate that the various 

philosophical systems have done no more than this: that 

they have, retrospectively, represented in theory the 

actual level of the practical penetration of real 

cond i t ions, ach ieved by men in the phenomenal wo r ld • As 

critique, Hegel's logic remorselessly exposes the limit of 

various conceptions of "objective knowledge" in a 

determinate subliminal theory of the subject and 1n a 
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practice or method that realizes the premisses of that 

theoretically dormant, subjective notion. 

The first casualty of Hegel's dialectical critique of the 

history of systematic philosophy is The Ooctrine of Reing. 

Hegel begins with the doctrine of Being hecause that is 

where philosophy makes its beginning. At the outset, 

therefore, Hegel insists upon the historical nature of 

philosophy. "In the history of philosophy," he says, "the 

different stages of the logical Idea assume the shape of 

successive systems, each based upon a particular definition 

of th e Ab sol ute. As th e log i cal Idea is seen to un fold 

itself in a process from the abstract to the concrete, so 

in the hist~Ofy of philosophy the earliest systems are the 
v . 15 

most abstract, and thus at the same time the poorest." The 

Doctrine of Being, is, therefore, adduced as the most 

primitive philosophical specimen. It is characterized as 

the mos t abstract and resolutely. metaphysical, as 

pres uppos i ng , pure consc iousnes s' d iame t rica 11 y oppos ed to 

'pure Being'. However, Hegel explains, from an historical 

standpoint, mere Being is "absolutely negative," it is 

16 
"nothing," an "empty abstraction." It can be nothing else, 

where the purpose and activity of men is absolutely absent. 

At the same time, for the Doctrine of Being, what is 

recognized as irreducibly subjective is: "mere intention -
17 

or meaning." Of the categories of consciousness 

acknowledged by this metaphysics, says Hegel, number is the 

archetypical form and quantification is its corresponding 
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method. These are categories devoid of content. The i r 

fundamental tru th value inheres in the i r completely 

external and arbitrary relation to the i r material 

referents. Th e i run de r 1 yin g s i g n i f i can c e, mea n wh i 1 e, lie s 

in their naked instrumentality, in their capacity to 

transcribe real properties into abstract properties, not in 

their capacity to represent real properties. 

The immediacy of Being and consciousness supposed by 

primitive philosophy is related by Hegel to the historical 

circumstances to which it is appropriate. He relates that 

'notion' to an implicit theory of the subject appropriate 

to a definite stage of historical development. In fact, 

the hollowness of the subjective and objective categories 

of the doctrine of Being is traced to a virtual absence of 

historical mediation: to the fact that men have scarcely 

imposed their collective will upon nature. Howeve r, the 

historical character of Hegel's thought does not consist in 

preoccupation with the past. His logic adduces the 

immediate, contemporary significance of the philosophy of 

history. And so, Hegel says: "the history of philosophy in 

its true meaning, deals not with the past, but with an 
18 

eternal and variable present." More precisely, with respect 

to his logical point of departure in the Doctrine of Being, 

Hegel maintains: "To speak of a beginning of philosophy has 

a meaning only in relation to a person who proposes to 
19 

commence the study." Which is to say that Hegel's logical 

investigations situate the empirical subject or finite 
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individual in an historical anthropological context in 

which the nullity of the categories of the Doctrine of 

Being may be understood to represent appropriately the 

scant intellectual and practical experience of the 

ingenuous student of philosophy. 

With the doctrine of Being, philosophy possessed, or was 

possessed by, a notion that grasped nothing of objective 

reality. With the Doctrine of Essence (which is the second 

metaphysical doctrine refuted by Hegel) philosophy is 

understood to have progressed beyond the dialectic of Being 

and Nothingness. Instead, reality at this more advanced 

stage, is comprehended in its contradictory nature, as both 

appearance and underlying essence. Where the Doctrine of 

Being propounds a knowledge that is utterly abstract and 

s ymbo 1 ic , the Doctrine of Essence aspires to a more 

concrete knowledge. In Hegel's words: "The point of view 

given by the Essence is in general the standpoint of 

20 
, Reflection.' The aim of reflec tion is to "know the 

object, no t in 
21 

its immediacy, but as derivative or 

mediatect." In reflection, immediate certainties, the 

innocent appearance of things "must he shown to be mediated 
22 

by or based upon something else." In another account of 

the significance of philosophy's graduation to the 

essentialist perspective, Hegel says: "Instead of Being and 
23 

Nought we now have the forms of Positive and Negative." 
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In effect, Hegel discovers in the Doctrine of Essence a 

robust critical impulse combined with a sharply focussed 

concern with concrete problems. He p, e 1 discerns an 

antinominal thou~h t tha t recognizes the contradictory 

nature of reality in every immecfiate manifestation. 

Methodologically, the Doctrine of Essence designates a 

philsophy that aims, on reflection, to explain the chaotic 

appearance of reality as an ordered pattern of determinate 

properties and forces, discernible by reason and useful for 

man. Typically, exis tence in general is explained as a 

ne two rk 0 f caus a1 forces. Ethically, or in its moral 

philosophy, meanwhile, this same doctrine of essence 

comprehends the he teronomy of man, the necessitarian 

structure of his existence, as an apparent reality that 

conceals his essential nature which is Freedom 

(Free-Will). 

But, says Hegel, "the reflective understanding, while it 

o b s e r v e san d pro f e sse s tor e cor don 1 y wh at ito b s e r v e sis 

rather creating a metaphysic, bristling with contradictions 
24 

of which it is unconscious." Although the Doctrine of 

Essence has taken philosophy out of a primitive stage it 

has not brought philosophy to its culmination. It is only 

another stage through wh ich Absolute Knowledge must 

advance. Principally, the limitation of the essentialist 

perspective is discovered in its materialism. As a 

materialist metaphysic it catalogues the munificence of 

nature and it proceeds systematically to make the powers of 
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nat 11 rea men a hIe. At the sam e tim e, howe v e r, He gel e x p I a ins , 

this philosophy fails to reflect upon the fertility of the 

m1.nd that can conceive of such abundant possibilities in 

nature. Simultaneously, as an abstract idealistic ethic, 

th is Doctrine of 

possibility of man's 

necess i ty. Tied to 

philosophy cannot 

Es s ence locates the principle and 

freedom entirely beyond the realm of 

the Doctrine of Essence, in short, 

come to appreciate the practical, 

constitutive role of human reason underlying the structure 

of concrete existence. 

Nevertheless, while the Doctrine of Essence cannot perceive 

the determinate effect of Reason, still, Hegel's critique 

suggests, the fundamental presupposition, the real pre

condition of that Doctrine, is the actual efficacy of 

Reason. This is a doctrine which contains and rests upon a 

notion that belongs to an historical stage at which 

abstract thought has been actualized in social practice (in 

mathematics, in medicine, in monetary values, for example); 

but also where determinacy is still sought in substance, or 

in Nature, rather than in the rational purpose of men. So, 

Hegel's critique refutes a notion that depends upon a 

p rae tic alp 0 stu 1 ate t hat i tea n not art i cuI ate but wh i c h 

ascribes a determinate function instead to mysterious, 

elemental powers. In terms of Hegel's critique, the 

fundamental properties discovered and 

materialist metaphysics are, essentially, 

human intention. 
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Beyond the Doctrines of Being and Essence is the Doctrine 

of the Notion. Explaining what is his own Doctrine, Hegel 

says, for ex;,mple: "the notion is the truth of Being and 
25 

Essence. 1I Equally forcefully, he claims: liThe notion, in 

short, is what contain~ all the earlier categories of 
26 

thought merged in it." Structurally, the basic feature of 

the notion is that it is historically self-conscious. In 
27 

other words, it is both concrete ("concrete out and out") 

and a b s t r act ( " the me diu min wh i c h the not ion ex is t sis 

thought in general and not the sensible thing in its 
28 

empirical concreteness"). The no tion des igna tes a formal 

category, a principle of reason, and the actualization of 

that category as an aspect of the phenomenal world. This 

is the nature of the identity that makes possible the claim 

to historical knowledge formulated by Hegel. 

In ex p 1 i cat in g the Doc t r i n e 0 f the Not ion, He gel at t em p t s 

to subvert all the categories of a more formal logic and to 

demonstrate their historical significance and bas is • 

Essentially, the categories of genuinely subjective 

philosophies, which precede his own, are construed as mere 

anticipations of Hegel's historical position. For example, 

thos e forms 0 flog ic tha t ha ve cen t red upon the judgmen t 

and the structure of the syllogism, Hegel observes, are 

commendable in that they explicitly relate the possibility 

of knowledge to the capacities of a rational subject. 

Excessive, rigid formalism, however, is inseparable from a 

misconception about the nature of subjectivity. The 
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possibility of an identity or correspondence of suh;ect and 

predicate, or universal and particular, is not grasped as 

an historical phenomenon. As He gel ex pIa ins: "Th e J u d g men t 

is usually taken in a subjective sense as an operation an~ 

29 
a form, occurring merely in self-conscious thought." Bu t , 

Hegel continues, this prevalent misconception misses the 

logical crux of the matter, which is that: "when we proceed 

to a criticism or judgment of the object, we are not 

performing a subjective act, and merely ascribing this or 

that predicate to the object. We are, on the contrary, 

observing the ohject in the specific character imposed by 
30 

its notion." This means that judgment presupposes the 

operation of universal reason which it recovers in the 

concrete identity realized by the object it addresses. We 

must relinquish the delusion that the judgment is 

essentially a mental occurrence. We must, Hegel suggests, 

relate the act of judgment to its concrete end. This done, 

he further argues, it becomes obvious that: 
31 

"The Judgment 

is an expression of finitude." The Judgment becomes 

intelligible as a pronouncement on the extent to which an 

object realizes a universal principle. "To pronounce a 

work of art to be beautiful", Hegel submits, by way of 

illustration, "or an action to be good, requires •••••• a 

comparison of the objects with what they ought to be, i.e. 
32 

with their notion." To put it another way: judgment, in 

Hegel's conception, presupposes that the possible identity 

of concept and object (i.e. the possibilility of concrete 

t ru th) is problematic without the intervention of a 
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practical intention concerned to actualize the categories 

of universal reason. 

Hegel's assault on formalist prejudices eventually fastens 

onto the supposition that Absolute Truth has the form of a 

Syllogism. In proceeding to distil the historical truth of 

th is formula, Hegel begins by recognizing tha t " The 
33 

Syllogism •••••• is the process of proving the judgment." 

"Here," he says, "we see the particular becoming the 
34 

mediating mean between the individual and the universal." 

(E.g. All men are mortal (U), Caesar is a man (I), 

Therefore Caesar is mortal (P).). However, says Hegel, the 

full significance of the assertion, "Everything is a 
35 

Syllogism" goes unrecognized if "we suppose syllogizing to 
36 

be only an act of consciousness." Ac tually, the formal 

correctness of the syllogism is understood by Hegel merely 

to mimic the movement of the practical realization of the 

universal, through which man makes his tory. The truth of 

the syllogism, in other words, inheres in its capacity to 

represent or reproduce, theoretically; "the transition from 
37 

the Subject, the notion in general •••• to the object." In 

fact, Hegel goes on to stress that for Absolute Idealism, 

the object in its concrete truthfulness is the End, the 

38 
realization of some human purpose. His conception of 

freedom envisages men empowered to subsume Nature under the 

rule of rational categories. 

As clearly as the Doctrine of Being belongs to the Age of 
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Stoicism, wh ich taugh t forbearance in the face of 

overwhelming natural forces; and as surely as the Doctrine 

of Essence belongs to the Age of Scepticism, in which 

criticism explored the fallibility of every metaphysical 

construction; just as surely, does the Ooctrine of the 

Not ion bel 0 n g tot h e Ag e 0 f Ra t ion ali s m , i n wh i c h man 

himself is taken as the measure of all things. Hegel's own 

ultimate philosophical intention was to bring rationalism, 

with its profoundly anthropological premiss, to a stage of 

historical self-understanding, to make rationalism a 

philosophy of history. His critique of rationalism 

endeavoured to bring a minimal attenuated perception of the 

anthropological basis of the problem of knowledge 

(suppressed in a tentative, formal notion of subjectivity) 

to its logical, historical conclusion. 

The Limits of Kant's Critical Philosophy 

Hegel's resolve to reconstitute systematic philosophy in 

its ultimate historical form approaches fulfilment in his 

critique of Kan t' s nominalism. The nominal ism that 

presents itself, in Kant's transcendental logic, as the 

insurmountable methodological limit is traced by Hegel to 

Kant's anthropological presupposition. For Kant, Hegel 

dec 1 are s : " Ma n is e sse n t i a 11 y 

though t alone has eyes for 

a thinker •••• 

the essence, 

Though t and 

subs tance , 

universal power, and ultimate design of the world •••••• The 

rise of thought beyond the world of sense, its passage from 

the finite to the infinite, the leap to the supersensible 
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wh i chi t t a k e s wh e nit s nap s as un de r the c h a i n 0 f sen s e • 
39 

all this transition is thought and nothing but thought." 

In e f f e c t, wh i 1 e K ant i s com men d e d for a t t rib uti n g 5 U c 11 a 

high value to the power of thought, he is criticized for 

conceiving of man, abstractly, as the capacity to think. 

In Hegel's account, Kant's nominalist criterion of truth, 

which confined its epistemological interest to the formal 

validity of scientific judgments and frameworks, had to be 

understood as the logical precipitate of his unnecessarily 

res t ric t i v e , a p rio r i, de fin i t ion 0 f Ma n • Acco r di ng to 

Hegel, Kant needlessly curtailed the power of subjectivity 

40 
to "out and out abstract thinking." Consequently, because 

he supposed the essence of sUbjectivity to be completely 

interior and mental, because he first made a radical 

distinction between the noumenal and the phenomenal, he was 

bound to be condemned to nominalism, on epistemological and 

methodological matters. To put it another way: Kant's 

subjective idealism, his metaphysical notion of the subject 

of knowledge, relinquishes any claim over the phenomenal 

world, and so his transcendental logic and epistemology can 

make no claim to know the phenomenal world, as such or in 

itself. But, says Hegel: "the great error is to restrict 

our notions of the nature of thought to its form in 
41 

understanding alone." And, he continues: "To think the 

phenomenal world rather means to recast its form, and 

transmute it into a universal. And thus the action of 

thought has also a negative effect upon its basis, and the 
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natter of sensation, when it receives th e stamp of 

Ilniversality, 
42 

at once los es its first and phenomenal 

shape." Hegel presupposes the complete interdepenoence of 

sub.iective and objective moments of the concrete 

particular. He insists that thought acts determinately 

upon its object ann that, in its practical effect, thought 

transforms the phenomenal world. 

Kant's renunciation of any claim over the phenomenal is 

also understood by Hegel to rob philosophy of its purpose. 

In Hegel's words: "Kant undoubtedly held reason to be the 

faculty of the unconditioned; but if reason be reduced to 

abstract identity only, it by implication renounces its 

unconditionality and is in reality no better than empty 

understanding. For Reason is unconditioned only insofar as 

it is self-characterizing and thus, in point of content, is 
43 

its own master." Ka nt's po sit ion is con t I' ad i c tor y: sin c e 

it postulates the determinacy of reason, since it 

postulates the will as a kind of causality and thought as 

unconditioned by brute empirical conditions; and yet it 

leaves all phenomenal reality undetermined by reason, as 

well as making phenomenal knowledge contingent upon mere 

reflection, or, complete submission to the structure of the 

concrete circumstances of existence. 

While Hegel discovers the limit of Kant's rationalism in 

his theoretical philosophy, in the nominalism of his 

transcendental logic and epistemology, he detects the 
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dialectical promise of the Kantian system in the Practical 

Phi losophy. In particular, Hegel draws attention to the 

fact that Kant affirms the primacy of practical reason and 

define,> practical reason as involving "a thinking Will, 

i . e • a Wi 11 
44 

th at determines itself on universal 

principles." More precisely, Hegel wholeheartedly endorses 

K ant's vie w t hat rea son den 0 t e s " a n act i v i t y wh i c h m a k e s 

45 
itself felt objectively." Hegel's censure, on the other 

hand, is reserved in this instance for the eventual failure 

of Kant's moral philosophy to provide for the possibility 

of reason's actualization. In t his reg a r d, Ka nt's m 0 r a 1 

ph i 1 os 0 ph y is sh own to h ave more in common wi th s to ic ism 

than with rationalism: in that it urges the individual to 

deny nature and to cultivate an interior, noumenal/ 

spiritual tranquility rather than to transform nature and 

to establish the authority of universal reason concretely. 

Instead, Hegel argues, of supplying a principle that can 

guide practice in its engagement with natural conditions, 

Kant offers the same abstract identity principle that 

dominates his theoretical philosophy. Kant's practical 

philosophy applies in that already abstract interiority 

where the possibility of truth is confined and whe re 

"there must be no contradiction in the act of self-

determination. Hence the P~tica1 Reason never shakes off 

the for mal Ism wh i chi s rep res en ted as the c 1i m a x 0 f the 
46 

Th e 0 ret i cal Re a son. " Considering further the ex treme 

abstractness of Kant's position, Hegel remarks: "to say 
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that a man must make the good the content of his will 

r a i s est h e que s t ion, wh a t t hat con ten tis, and wh a tar e the 

means of ascertaining what good is. Nor does one get over 

the difficulty by the principle that the will must he 

consistent with itself, or by the precept to do duty for 
47 

the sake of duty." The difficulty, from Hegel's more 

thoroughly practical or historical standpoint, is that 

Kant, having recognized that the purpose of reason is to 

actualize itself or to be effective in the context of a 

complex conjuncture of determinations, cannot say with any 

conviction what can be done with assurance beyond the realm 

of a privately controlled, intellectual sphere. Practice is 

as abstract and irreducibly personal, for Kant, as thought. 

Moral action is confined to the noumenal world. It 

evacuates the phenomenal world in order to be effective. 

Finally, in his appraisal of Kant, Hegel maintains that: 
48 

"the Kantian philosophy rises to the speculative height" in 

the Critique of Judgment. He r e , inc 0 n s t r u in gin t u i t i v e 

understanding as the essence of the pre-eminently 

subjective faculty of judgment, Kant is said to come 

closest to an historical construction. Al though, 

characteristically, the possibility of judgment receives a 

strictly individualistic treatment, still, says Hegel, the 

log i c 0 fan his tor i cal p r act ice is rep res en t e ci in Ka nt's 

theory of judgment. In explanation, Hegel writes: "whereas 

the particulars had hitherto appeared, so far as the 

universal or abstract identity was concerned, 
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adventitious and incapable of being deduced from it, the 

Intuitive Understanding apprehends th e particulars 
49 

as 

moulded and formed by the universal itself." In the 

Kantian aesthetic, Hegel stresses., "the products of Art and 

of organic nature" appear as representatives of universal 

reason. The substance of aesthetic experience is nothing 
50 

other than "universalized particulars." And, in th is 

aesthetic theory, Hegel maintains, l.{a n t captured the 

essential intention of the philosophical Idea, wi thou t 

recognizing tha t he had stumbled upon its radically 

historical character. For Hege 1 , Kant's aesthetic 

contained the involuntary admission' that the philosophical 

ideal exists not as an abstract potential of consciousness, 

but that it exists properly as a "concrete universal," as 

an objective representation of reason. The Idea is, as 

Kant was able to discover but not to appreciate, a concrete 
51 

union of the universal and the particular. At which point. 

Hegel concludes by emphasizing the need to escape the 

lim ita t ion s 0 f Ka nt's in t ran s i g e n t nom ina 1 ism. He says: 

"it was only formally that the Kantian system established 

the principle 

determining. 

that though t is spontaneous and self-

Into details of the manner and the extent of 
52 

this self-determination of thought Kant never went." 

Conclusion 

As a treatise on method, Hegel's Logic chronicles the 

history of philosophy's advance to scientific status. 

Hegel's purpose is to trace the inexorable movement out of 
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abs trac t, metaphysical though t to th e point at which 

philosophy actually embraces reality and offers a 

comprehensive, concrete knowledge. The successive failures 

of the major pre-Hegelian schools of thought are explained 

as necessary stages in the advance of systematic logic to 

its ultimate goal of Absolute Knowledge. Ever y fall e n 

system is construed by Hegel as a premature foreclosure of 

the philosophic enterprise. Reading Hegel's critique of 

the obsolete doctrines, Walter Kaufmann remarks: "we shall 

see tha t they are all one-sided abstractions from a 
53 

concreteness of which they are merely partial aspects." 

Th e po stu 1 ate did e n tit i est hat he sur ve y stu r n 0 u t to be 

underdeveloped conceptually, both in the sense that their 

o wn p r em iss e s are no t full y ex p 1 i cat e d and in the sen s e 

that they have relatively little purchase on reality. 

Theoretically, these metaphysical sys tems . omitted to 

s upp ly Reas on wi th a s elf -cons c ious unde rs ta nd i ng 0 f the 

constitutive role of historical man in the production of 

objective conditions. Practically, these systems failed to 

establish the possibility of freedom or to realize the aim 

of systematic logic, which was to provide an Absolute 

Knowledge of concrete determinations as the substantiated 

truth of universal reason. 

On one side, as an exercise in dialectics, the Log ie 

regresses into the recesses of unexplieated premisses of 

systematic philosophy. On the other side, as an exercise 

in positive systematics, the Logic appraises knowledge as 
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the instrument of a practical interest for which freedom is 

synonymous with the progress of universal history and the 

authority of Absolute Knowledge. Theory is tied both to 

the concept of freedom as enlightenment and to the concept 

of freedom as domination. In the end, however, it is the 

systematic tendency tha t triumphs in the Hegelian 

philosophy. In fact, it is ironic that the ultimate 

presupposition of Hegel's philosophy of history is the 

completion of the historical process of self-creation and 

transformation. The Logic proceeds on its retrospective 

survey of the categorical representations of the Spirit, on 

the basis of the truth, supposedly established inductively 

in the Phenomenology, namely, that Spirit had indeed 

attained the summit of Absolute Knowledge. The eclipse of 

Hegel's dialectical logic by his systematics is explained 

metaphorically by Habermas when he observes that Hegel 

kicked away the ladder (the Phenomenology) by whose means 

he had risen to the standpoint from which the Logic could 
54 

be wr i t ten. Undoubtedly, however, the 'logic' of the 

Phenomenology, which is abstracted and systematized in the 

Logic, already postulated the foreclosure of the 

historical, the prior subjugation of all concrete 

particulars under the rule of Universal Reason. 

To g r asp the dis tin c t i v e n e S S 0 f He gel's con t rib uti 0 n to 

dialectical philosophy, while recognizing that it is 

contained by an overarching systematic predisposition, it 

1s imperative to compare it with Kant's. Thus, firstly, it 
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is a p par e n t t hat He gel's the 0 ret i cal in t e r ve n t ion t a k e s 

philosophy beyond formalism, beyond the parameters of 

consciousness, beyond an abstract, attenuated 

anthropological premiss. Secondly, it is apparent that 

going beyond Kant's obdurate nominalism, Hegel compels 

philosophy to assume responsibility for the structure of 

ph e nomena 1 real i t y • Above all, when com pare d wi th th e 

Kantian system, Hegel's is the 'philosophy of the "concrete 

universal." Or, to put it another way, where Kant's 

philosophy is consummately a moral philosophy, concerned 

with the responsibilities of the self-determined individual 

will, confined to a circumscribed noumenal domain; Hegel's 

phi los 0 ph y is fun d am en tall yap 0 1 i tic alp h i los 0 ph Y wh i c h 

assumes responsibility for the organization of collective 

existence in a public, social reality. The methodological 

innovations introduced and necessitated by the Hegelian 

revolution (the emphasis upon the theory of the subject, 

the theory of ideology) all derive from the fact that 

Hegel's is a political philosophy. 
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CHAPTER THREE 



HEGEL'S POLITICAL REALISM 

The Positivity of Social Forms 

Hegel's intrinsically political (rather than moral) 

philosophy 

undeniable 

universality 

universality 

cipher that 

pro v i ci est h e con t ext in wh i c h the inc rea sin g 1 Y 

methodological importance of the criterion of 

is publicized. 

becomes quite 

represents the 

With Hegel, the notion of 

explicitly the theoretical 

ideal of a rational society. 

The "concrete universal", as it appears in Hegel's 

expressly political theory, alludes to the actuality of 

harmonized theory and practice as the 

Methodologically, this advance beyond 

social essence. 

nominalism has 

enormous significance: it registers an irreversible move 

beyond naturalism and naturalistic forms of legitimation; 

and, instead, it brings the theory-practice nexus to the 

fore, making that relation the basis of a political science 

responsible for the administration of the "concrete 

universal." This new methodological orientation, in which 

the notion of universality predominates, is, fundamentally, 

a response to more complex and antagonistic social 

relations, SO that. Hegel's logic and his substantive 

political theory respond to extra-philosophical, 

his torically-induced pressures. It appears, nevertheless, 

that the revolutionary overtones of Hegelian method (the 

fact that it responded to the political problems of a 

divided society, not to the moral dilemmas entailed by 

1(,4 



the human condition) were obscured by Hegel himself. This 

leads to interpretative difficulties. In the end, however, 

the c en t r a 1 con t r a d i c t ion 0 f He gel's tho ugh tis t hat wh i c h 

occurs between a logic for wh ich the criterion of 

un i v e r sal i t Y is par am 0 un tan d wh 0 sea i m is con c ret en e s s 

and a substantive politics that sacrifices the 'universal' 

to the exigencies of concrete conditions. 

In Kant, whose fundamental premisses are those of a moral 

philosophy, the search for a universal principle falls 

short of a demand for a rational social order·. Kan t, of 

c ours e , brough t 

prominence. In 

necessity as the 

the criterion of universality to 

his discourse, universality supplants 

primary epistemological consideration. 

However, the rationality that the 'universal' embodies for 

Kant has no inherent socio-historical quality. As Habermas 

has remarked, in the Kantian framework, the idea of 

universality is bound on strictly.! priori grounds to the 

desideratum of general agreement. Habermas observes that 

the relation of validity in theory (the epistemological 

question) and consensus in society (the political question) 

is pre-emptively resolved by Kant in the realm of 

abstract consciousness before it can become a sociological 

p rob lem. Ha be rmas puts it 1 ike th is: "The moral laws are 

abstractly universal in the sense that, as they are valid 

as universal for me, eo ipso, they must also be considered 

as 'valid' for all rational beings •••• {Under such laws 

interaction is dissolved into the actions of solitary and 
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s elf - s u f fie i e n t sub j e c t s, e a c h 0 f wh i c h m us t act as tho ugh 

it were the sole existing consciousness, at the same time, 

each subject can still have the certainty that all its 

actions under moral laws will necessarily and from the 

outset be in harmony with the moral actions of all possible 
1 

other subjects." 

With a formal, a prioristic solution to the problem of 

universality, Kant avoided its socio-political 

implications. The solution propounded in his moral 

philosophy conceives of harmonious social relations, even 

presumes the reality of a moral commonwealth: the result of 

a general projection in the noumenal (spiritual) sphere of 

every individual's ethical judgment for universal reason 

and against nature. Kant's formula, however, leaves 

intact. an incorrigible phenomenal reality of social 

relations, whose natural facticity takes the form of an 

irrational, competitive association of individual 

proprietors. Walter Benjamin observes, in this connection, 

that 'conscience' is the fundamental concept of the 

bourgeoisie's moral philosophy, and he suggests tha t: 

"Conscience advises the proprietor to act according to 

concepts which are immediately fruitful to his co-
2 

pro p r i e tor s • " At be 8 t, in t his 1 i g h t, Ka nt's c r i t e rio n 0 f 

un i ve r sal i t yen un cia ted ac r i tic a 1 ethic, which enjoined a 

more resolute renunciation of the phenomenal world and its 

false morality; but whose stoic posture, in any case 

tolerated and capitulated to the irrationality of an 
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atomistic society. For Kant, the society of individual 

proprietors assumed the authority of a natural order. 

Hegel's philosophy, in marked contrast, extirpates all 

naturalistic residues. No doubt, renunciation and 

transcendence of naturalism in the theory and history of 

society are the most valuable part of Hegel's achievement. 

This is what Ha be rmas believes. Though somewha t 

surprisingly, the worthiest legatee of Hegel's rationalized 

position (of the revolutionized epistemology in which 

sociological issues are admitted into the philosophical 
3 

arena) is Freud. Freud is unders tood by Habermas to have 

encapsulated the Hegelian achievement in his representation 

of the essential theoretical axis as that which problemat-

izes the relation of individual potential and the total 

social apparatus of repression. This construction is said, 

with Hegel, to replace the absolute philosophical framework 

in which the individual and/or the collectivity, confronts 

a natural objectivity. (Interestingly, Habermas considers 

that Marx's formula, in which forces and relations of 

production clash, is a malformation, perhaps a malignant 
4 

strain of the Hegelian philosophy of history). 

In any case, the argument has been forcefully advanced that 

Hegel's political theory had as its unifying purpose a 

determination to specify the organizational principle 

appropriate to a rational society. What have heen 

described as Hegel's theological writings, his earliest 
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wr i tin g s '. are in the est i mat ion 0 f Sh 1 0 m 0 A v in e r i ( and 0 f 

Lukacs) a quest in the socio-political institutions of the 

Greek polis and of primitive Christianity "for a paradigm 

for a kind of universality that was 
5 

lacking in the 

political system of the modern state." These early studies 

are understood to have had two results. Fir s t: He gel's 

investigations soon persuaded him to abandon any hope of 

revitalizing the past. The contrast between the spontan-

eity of an early Christian community and the authoritarian 

institutional structure of religious life in the nineteenth 

century, and between the democratic republicanism of 

antiquity and the autocratic feudalism of nineteenth 

century Germany, became philosophical absolutes for Hegel. 

The first result of Hegel's theological studies was an 

emphatic renunciation of the antiquarian preferences of 

historians and a heightened concern with the historical 

determinacy of the present. The second resu1 t of these 

ea r 1 ies t stud ies was a pronounced unce r tal n t y about the 

philosophical prejudice that confined reason within the 

subjective dialectic of consciousness. Among the firs t 

expr es s ions of his doub ts abou t th e radical ind i vidual ism 

of the philosophy of mind is his conclusion that the 

inadequacy of primitive Christianity as a paradigm for 

present conditions lay in the fact: "that Jesus always and 

as a matter of principle addressed himself to the 

individual and equally, as a matter of principle, ignored 
6 

the problems of society as such." Which means 'that the 
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theological writings anticipated the need for a phi losophy 

of history that would elaborate the objective dialectic, 

whose structure was determinate for the modern phenomenon 

of individualism. The same anticipatory factor was evident 

in Hegel's appraisal of the democratic republicanism of the 

Greek poets: since what was absent from the political 

circumstances that produced the Greek state was, in Hegel's 

view, the individualism of modern society. The 

significance of this absence is explained by Lukacs like 

this: "His (Hegel's) entire philosophy of culture rests on 

the idea that to modern civil society goes the credit of 

pro due in g t hat in d i v i d u ali t yin wh i c h the sup e rio r i t y 0 f 

modern man over classical man in every sphere of culture 

7 
can be said to consist." Thus, before he came to write a 

philosophy of history, Hegel's scepticism combined doubt 

about the advisability of looking either to the past or to 

the interior subjective dialectic of knowledge and 

experience, for explanation or salvation. 

At the same time, it is true to say that Hegel began by 

repudiating the social relations that engulfed him. 

Against the oppressive effect of those forces he clung to 

the ideal of free individuality. The key concept of 

Hegel's early criticism, in other words, is that of 

"positivity",. which issues from an ethical-methodological 

principle that finds the basis of self-determination in the 

power of thought to register the negativity of experience: 

as that experience is fatefully pre-determined by the one-
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sided 'positivity' or effectiveness of objective relations. 

The concept of 'positivity' is also decisive for Hegel's 

suhsef\uent thinking on the historicity of 'things-in-

themselves,' says Lukacs, in the sense that: .. It contains 

the idea that the entire development of society together 

with all the ideological formations which it creates in the 

course of history is the product of human activity itself, 

a manifestation of the self-production and reproduction of 
8 

society." Not only does Hegel progress beyond naturalism 

that construes the evolution of social relations as an 

inevitable fate, but he maintains in a construction that is 

indispensable to the emergence of a viable political 

science: "that the actual objectivity, the independent 

existence of objects apart from human reason, could be 

conceived as the product of the development and activity of 
9 

that very same reason." Hegel makes a new demand on 

philosophy, even in his earliest writings: "He requires 

philosophy to provide a theory that will expose and destroy 

the (other-worldly) objectivity of positivity and will 

reconvert all 
10 

subjectivity." 

objectivity into self-activating 

In these terms, Lukacs interprets Hegel's early theological 

reflections as the ruminations of a disturbed religious 

consciousness, whose inclination was to recognize 

"positivity" as principally an emanation of institutional-

ized religion. According to Lukacs: "despite all Hegel's 

efforts to provide social and economic explanations, 
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religion remains in his view the ultimate cause of a state 

of society and of a relationship between man and his 
11 

environment which is unworthy of man himself." Thus the 

earliest solution to the problem of 'positivity' envisaged 

by Hegel proposed liberation from "a religion whose objects 
12 

are t ran s c end e n tal. " By de g r e e s, Lu k a c s con ten d s, He gel 

conceived the positivity of 'things-in-themselves' more 

concretely. In his essay on The German Constitution he 

call e d for " the mod ern i z a t ion 0 f the Ge r man po 1 i tic a 1 

system." An d both the rea n d sub seq u e n t 1 y he un de r too k to 

enunciate a realistic appraisal of the possibility of 

ameliorating the worst "positive" effects of the social 

relations of production through the mediation of the state. 

Says Lukacs: "He does indeed cherish the belief that the 

state and the government have it in their power to reduce 

the glaring contrast of wealth and poverty, and above all 

the notion that bourgeois society as a whole can be kept in 

a state of 'health' despite the gulf between rich and 
13 

poor." In his increasing concern with this problem, we are 

told, Hegel became a student of Adam Ferguson and Adam 

Smi th • 

Beyond the period of his exploratory "theological" 

writings, then, Hegel was preoccupied with his atte1!lpt to 

improve the concrete relevance of his notion of positivity. 

In the efforts at systematic philosophy that preceded the 

Phenomenology of Spirit (in the Jenenser Real Philosophie 

and in the System of Ethics) , Hegel continued to 
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counter-pose the negativity of political theory (and its 

capacity to articulate the organizational principle of a 

rational society) to the 'positivity' of political 

conditions. In Lukacs' estimation, Hegel's philosophy in 

his 'middle period' consisted in an "amalgam of profound 

insight into the contradictions of capitalism and naive 

illusions about the possible panaceas to be applied by the 

14 
state." And Lukacs adds: "In The Philosophy of Right, 

Hegel formulates his view in essentially the same terms but 
15 

on a higher level of abstraction." 

The Critique of Natural Law Theories of the State 

For Lukacs and for Avineri, Hegel's philosophy of history 

is substantially informed by the emerging science of 

political economy. Lukacs argues tha t Hegel d is covered in 

the political economis ts' concept of labour a means of 

reformulating and enhancing the theoretical power of his 

notion of "positivity." In effect, Lukacs maintains that 

it was in the light of his encounter with political economy 

that Hegel was able to construe the "positivity" of social 

relations as the outcome of activity that externalized 

reason. In this interpretation the Phenomenology proposes 

a solution (i .e • the recovery of the objects of 

externalized reason) to a problem that arises in the domain 

of social production; and the Logic reflects, 

retrospectively, upon the structure and efficacy of those 

rational systems that labour has externalized. 
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Quite consistently, Lu ka c s proceeds to relate the 

limitation of Hegel's critical philosophy to the fact that: 

"socially, Hegel cannot see beyond 
16 

the horizon of 

capitalism." Lukacs suggests that, not unexpectedly, there 

is no expectation on Hegel's part that the transformative 

power ·of labour will dissolve the existing structure of 

civil society and carry humanity beyond the economic 

relations of capitalism. Ac cor din g 1 y , the i r rat ion ali s m 

and barbarism that he found documented in the researches of 

the political economists are approached from the 

standpoint of traditional, philosophical premisses, as 

problems susceptible to purely intellectual solutions. The 

perennial, material problems of labour and reproduction are 

thus converted into metaphYSical difficulties proper to the 

contemplative life; they are construed as aspects of 

alienation or estrangement, as spiritual disorder. For 

Lukacs, too, however, Hegel's recourse to metaphysics was 

made in the period of capitalism's economic and political 

consolidation, when capitalism itself, and the productive 

power it generated and controlled, appeared as the agent of 

historical transcendence. In other words, in Lukacs 

interpretation, for the society in which Hegel lived, while 

capitalism dissolved the institutions of feudal absolutism, 

the problems of labour subordinated to the rule of capital 

remained perforce metaphysical matt~rs. 

Nevertheless, although the Hegelian theory of the state 

ultimately, if tacitly, affirmed the authority of the 
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structure of civil society (i.e. of the relations of 

production of capital); still, as political theory, it 

contained a trenchant critique of th e 'Natural La w' 

framework in which his predecessors had theorized the 

state; and simultaneously it attached philosophical 

importance, as never before, to the problem of poverty. 

According to Avineri, the Hegelian revolution in political 

the 0 r y t urn e don the f act t hat " wh i 1 e pol i tic alp h i los 0 ph Y 

before Hegel was preoccupied with legitimacy, Hegel 

introduced the dimension of change and historicity which 
17 

has become central to modern political thought." Which is 

to say, that before Hegel the state was accorded its place 

in a supposedly natural order. It allegedly arose as a 

nee e s sit Y lin ked tot he b rut e fa c t s 0 f pro per t y 0 wn e r s hip 

in land and the need to regulate and stipulate rights and 

obligations attendant upon a natural (given) distribution 

of resources and powers. With Hegel, however, as well as 

subsequently, the state was required to justify its 

existence in more rationalist terms. Hegel's contribution 

marks the beginning of the modern era in which political 

theory accounts for the existence of the state in terms of 

its judicious use of a representative authority over 

collective wealth. 

It is almost impossible to exaggerate the importance of 

this change of emphasis. Among its most general 

theoretical implications is the inevitability with which it 

transforms every naturalistic argument into an 
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insufficiently rational or ideological form. Equally 

importantly, though on a substantive rather than on a 

general methodological level, th is rationalist 

reo r i e n tat ion mea n s t hat: wh ere a s be for e He gel the Nat u r a 1 

Law theorists saw freedom in opposition to the State and 

sought therefore to minimize its role; for He gel the 

possibility of freedom in society begins with the modern 

state and its representative power. For Hegel: "The 

rationality which permeates the world of man becomes 
18 

apparent for the first time in the state" ••• Whereas in 

given, natural forms of human experience reason (and 

freedom) are suffocated: IIIn the family, it is still hidden 

behind feeling and sentiment; in civil society it appears 
19 

as an instrumentality of individual self-interest ••• 11 

Undoubtedly, too, it is in Hegel's political theory that 

the modernity and the rationality of the state are 

unequivocally imputed to its representative function. Thus 

th e Hege 1 ian conce p tion s t res ses tha t : IIWb il e in the 

ancient polis subjectivity was subsumed under the 

unmediated universality of the political, in feudalism the 

particular will managed to subsume the universal, the 

state; only the modern state succeeds in synthesizing these 
20 

two moments within its differentiated structure." 

Lastly, in this respect, Avineri insists that Hegel's 

political theory is not authoritarian; but that, on the 

contrary, when it is appreciated in its historical context, 

the Philosophy of Right sets out a .1udicious renunciation 
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of feudal conceptions of sovereignty. "The kind of 

monarchy Hegel has in mind," Avineri sugges ts, "is one that 

is moving away from the absolutist and authoritarian 

tradition towards that of a limited form of constitutional 
21 

monarchy." 

Rousseauesque 

So, wh ile 

notion 
22 

tha t 

Hegel rejects the romantic, 

citizenship is a contract 

revocable at will; at the same time, his concern that the 

state should be organized rationally expresses his 

opposition to naturalistic conceptions of the state (that 

ground it in the absolute right of monarchic power), and 

prompts him to hedge the sovereign in with constitutional 

restraints. 

The Natural Law theory criticized by Hegel had already 

undergone a major transformation, so that the political 

science of bourgeois society already contained a partial 

critique of the notion of natural law. Marx explains the 

underlying economic conditions of the bourgeois theories of 

property and the state t in the Grundrisse. There, Marx 

explains that with the gathering momentum of capitalist 

accumulation, the laws of property, those laws for which 

the state acts as custodian, are subjected to a 

'dialectical inversion.' He refers to a legalis tic 

s omersaul t, whereby law which had originally 

recognized the right of ownership and the possibility of 

wealth exclusively in the immediate appropriation of nature 

and direct objectification of labour power, performed 

by the producer later equates property 
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with the right of possession over labour-in-the-abstract, 

over the labour of others. In its truly bourgeois form, 

Marx writes: "Property now appears as the right to alien 

labour, and as the impossibility of labour appropriating 
23 

its own product." 

Habermas traces the evolution of Natural Law theory as it 

aspires to the status of political science in capitalist 

society and, to that end, develops the theory of the state 
24 

and the theory of property relations. Habermas describes 

how the notion of natural right, the doubly indispensable 

premise that specifies the precondition of individual 

property and the basis of the state's legitimacy, arises, 

initially,in a theoretical frame that presupposes a mode of 

production characterized by the coexistence of numerous 

independent producers, but shifts subsequently to 

presuppose productive interdependence, the exigencies of 

universal exchange, the benefits of a social division of 

labour and the necessity of wage-labour. The analys is 

cond uc ted by Habermas recounts how social changes, 

reflected in theoretical premisses (which at a minimum 

ousted the polarity of nature and society and prioritized 

the relation of society and the state), made new demands on 

political philosophy. Thus, in the primitive case which 

conceived of society as an association of individual prod-

ucers, the State was represented as no more than a social 

contract which codified mutual recognition of the rights of 

individual owners and producers. And so, in the more 
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complex case, the state was required to act as guarantor of 

the laws of capitalist production and exchange, which were 

understood to operate spontaneously and organically, in 

civil society. In these terms, political theory mediated 

new demands made upon the state. 

I n amp 1 i f i cat ion, Ha b e r mas pre sen t s L 0 c k e ' s po sit ion a s a 

sophisticated variant of the basic natural law format. He 

says: "Locke's derivation of human rights is simple. In 

the state of nature personal labour for individual use 

alone provides the rightful title to private property. 

This natural right, which together with property also 

secures life and freedom, each man can exercise directly 

and maintain against all others, for in each case it is 

measured by his physical powers and skill. Insecurity and 

therewith the need for state authority ••••• only arise 

with a mode of production determined by the market; for 

this requires the security of private property beyond those 

goods produced personally and for one's own consumption -

the state of nature becomes untenable. Men associate under 

a government which is capable of protecting private 

property to an extent beyond the immediate physical powers 

and dispositions of the individual. Th us governmen t mus t 

guarantee a legal order, which in its substance had always 

been based on private property. even prior to the state, 

but which now, in view of the increasing collisions arising 

from property expanded to the possession of capital, has to 
25 

be explicitly sanctioned." 
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The second, critical and developed, form of natural law 

the 0 r y i s t hat wh i c h pur po r t s toe nun cia t e the nat u raIl y 

occurring laws of economic life. Its foremost spokesman, 

says Habermas, was Thomas Pa i ne • "Paine" Habe rmas 

maintains, "identifies the natural rights of men with the 
26 

natural laws of commodity exchange and social labour." In 

this construction, however: "Every social state is full of 

blessings, but even under its best constitution government 
27 

remains a necessary evil." Which brings us to the crux of 

the matter~ which advertizes an essential unity in the two 

forms of natural law theory and which highlights the 

tendency, inherent in the more complex theory tha t 

initially, reluctantly, confers a positive significance upon 

the state, to regress to naturalistic apologetics. That is 

to say: this theory of the state imagines an institutional 

apparatus whose very existence it abhors, except on the 

flimsiest naturalistic, necessitarian grounds. It 

perpetually adopts a minimalist posture. But this 

political theory does not adopt, at the same time, a 

c ri tical attitude to the performance of gove·rn.men t 

itself. There is no in-built rational limit to what may be 

regre~ted and installed as 'necessary evil', essential to 

the protection of private property. 

Hegel's intervention is salutory and progressive, precisely 

in the sense that his political philosophy discerns the 

community's necessary evils in the realm of 'civil society' 

and expects the state to jus t i fy its existence in 
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alleviating the predatory excesses of economic life. To 

repeat what has been emphasized already: Hegel takes 

political theory beyond naturalism. Methodologically, 

Habermas observes, political analysis moves beyond the 

s tag eat wh i c h the " r e 1 a t ion s hip 0 f the 0 r y and p r a xis is 

defined in accordance with the model of classical 
28 

mechanics." Instead, with Hegel, the relation of theory 

and practice affirms the primacy of the criterion of 

universality. And in this rationalist attitude, Hegel 

rejects Rousseau's concept of the "general will" which 

demands that natural society should be elevated to the rank 

of statehood. Rous s eau' s idea 1 is to con t ro 1 governmen t 

from below: to subordinate it to the will of a necessarily 

divided civil society; to make it consolidate an elemental 

play of social forces and material interests. Hegel's 

ideal is to empower the state to organize a transcendence 

of brute economic existence. 

With Hegel, political science is required to meet a new 

expectation. Poli tical theory is required to account for 

the structure of "positivity" as it manifests itself in 

civil society. Also, the way in which it is expected to do 

so is quite new, reflecting the priority of the criterion 

of universality. From a letter, written before the 

introduction in Prussia and other German principalities of 

pol i tic a 1 ref 0 r m sen t h us i a s tic a 11 y ant i c i pat e d by He gel , 

Avineri offers startling evidence of the thoroughness of 

Hegel's political rationalism. In the letter in question, 
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Hegel declares: "Daily do I get more and more convinced 

that theoretical work achieves more in the world than 

practical. Once the realm of ideas is revolutionized, 
29 

actuality does not hold out." Hegel supposes that reality 

a chi eve sit s f u lIe s t pot e n t i a Ion 1 y i fan d wh e nit i s 

infused with rational meaning and purpose. Clarification 

of the principles upon which all ohjectifying social 

practice is based, therefore, is considered by Hegel to be 

the first requirement for an effective political science. 

Methodologically, Hegel leaves naive empiricism behind and 

begins with a critical appraisal of the 'theory of the 

subject' upon which practice, more or less self-

consciously, proceeds. In his increasing concern with the 

concrete, however, Hegel's mature philosophy does not 

neglect to take stock of empirical conditions. His 

methodological priority becomes, as in the Philosophy of 

Right, a solemn investigation of what 'is': by which is 

meant an analysis of the relationship of the actual and the 

rational, as it is sustained in the world beyond 

consciousness. For Hegel, the state exists not to ensure 

the continued, unavoidably violent natural history of the 

species, but to embody and realize the transcendent power 

of reason. As Avineori says: "The antinomy to classicial 

Natural Law could not be more explicit: under no condition 

should the state be conceived as an instrument for the 
30 

preservation and defence of property." Hegel envisages and 

exhorts philosophy to promote the possibility of a rational 

society not a natural society. The state is conceived as 
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the administrative apparatus that mediates between the 

Abstract Right of Constitutional Law and the practical life 

of civil society. And so, in the Philosophy of Right, the 

highest accolade that Hegel could bestow on the reformed 

Prussian constitution was contained in his statement that 

in the modern state the 

is rational.' 

'rational is actual and the actual 

The Nature of Hegel's Political Conservatism 

So far, it has been maintained that Hegel gave the 

criterion of universality a rational, social content. As 

surely as Kant registered the eclipse of necessitarian 

preferences, so it has been argued, Hegel made the 

connection between the emergence of new criteria and the 

urgency of social questions. In this, it has been alleged 

that Hegel was the opponent of naturalism in political 

theory, and that his political philosophy advanced on the 

basis of a critique of 'natural law' theory. However, the 

relationship between Hegel's methodological contribution 

and his substantive political judgments is not a simple 

one. Inevitably, in fact, any attempt to explicate the 

revolutionary nature of Hegel's methodological protocols 

encounters a formidable problem in the prevalent character

ization of Hegel as a staunch political conservative. The 

interpretative problem in question emerges in the context 

of the Philosophy of Right, read as an encomium for the 

Prussian State. In that context, it seems that the critical 

nature of Hegel's unprecedented method of poli.ti.cal 
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analysis proves no obstacle to its cogency as an 

instrument of legitimation. It seems that the Hegelian 

method is pressed into the service of the established order 

after all. And so the question arises: in what sense can 

Hegel's political philosophy offer a genuinely critical 

method, where this method has been deployed in defence of a 

con s e r vat i v e con s tit uti 0 n a 1 s y s t em? Th is, r 0 ugh 1 y, ish 0 w 

the problem confronts a left-wing Hegelian interpretation. 

To put it more abstractly, the question is this: is not the 

postulated contradiction between revolutionary, critical 

method and conservative political sentiment an absurdity? 

(As ever,of course, the way forward is through re-appraisal 

of the terms of the question). 

Surprisingly, perhaps, in view of his regard for Hegel as a 

prime mover in the endeavour that established social 

phi los 0 ph y as c r i t i que, Ra b e r mas lin his res po n s e, doe s not 

seriously review the terms of the question. He proceeds on 

was an arch-conservative and the assumption that 

attempts to explain 

explanation, Hegel 

Hegel 

that circumstance. In Habermas's 

is understood 

disavowed the role of philosophy as 

to have progressively 

critique. In effect, 

Habermas contends that after demonstrating that the inter

face between political practice (the total condition of the 

political subject in civil society) and political theory 

(the aspiration of the political subject to a rational 

society centred upon a concept of statehood) is the primary 

area of concern, Hegel moves to suppress that insight and 
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couches his discovery, retrogressively, in necessitarian 

t e fms • Habermas presents two accounts of He ge 1 ' s 

conservatism. What they convey, however, is a sense of the 

need for a fuller historical explanation of what is meant 

by'Hegel's conservatism.' 

Habermas's first explanation is psychologistic in form. It 

smacks of psychological reductionism. Th is account 

discerns the secret of Hege 1 ' s researches into the 

relationships of the actual and rational. in his horrified 

reaction to the transparent historicity of things, 

s i g n a 11 e d by the F r e n c h Re vol uti 0 n • It is suggested that 

Hegel welcomed the Revolution but was appalled by its 

philosophical implication. More precisely, so Habermas 

argues, it seemed to Hegel that the Revolution confirmed 

philosophy in a critical-revolutionary role: it 

demonstrated the sovereignty of reason, the fact that 

theory propelled practice to reorganize reality as the 

habitat of mankind. For Habermas, Hegel applauded the 

success of the Revolution, but wished to see the dialectic 

of practical substantiation and critical dissolution 

arrested. Thus, according to Habermas, Hegel eulogized 

Napoleon as champion of the new bourgeois legal code, but 

he reacted nervously to the responsibility that the new 

conditions delegated to philosophy. Says Habermas: "Hegel 

conceives the French Revolution as the world- historical 

event that for the first time had conferred real existence 
31 

and validity on abstract right." At the same 
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time, we are told, Hegel sought desperately to confer an 

absolute value on "abstract right." The gist of Habermas's 

psychologistic interpretation is given in his statement: 

" On 1 y aft e r he had fa s ten edt her e vol uti 0 n fir m 1 y tot h e 

be a tin g he art 0 f the wo r 1 d s P i r i t did he fee 1 sec u ref rom 
32 

it." There may be a little more than psychology, here, but 

in essence, the argument is advanced that Hegel approached 

his work mainly in terms of its therapeutic value, and that 

he was motivated by an anxiety about the philosophical 

implications of the Re vol uti 0 n , which he found it 

comforting to regard as an historical climax and 

consummation. 

To begin wi th, Habermas maintains, the young Hegel was a 

critical thinker. The young Hegel's notion of critical 

theory is given in the formula: "Philosophy cannot compel 

bye x t ern a 1 for c e, but it can at t a c k wh a t is lim i ted wi t h 
33 

the 1 a t t e r ' sown t rut h • " It is stressed that Hegel 

required from theory that it should illuminate the gap 

between the actual form of existence and the concept to 

which it appealed in justification, as well as that it 

s houl d expl ica te the dis t inc t ion be tween the conce p t as 

universal and the con c ret epa r tic u I a r i t pur po r ted to 

represent. Moreover, Habermas sugges ts , Hegel was 

convinced of the radical force of criticism. For the young 

He gel, he say s, ," the 0 r y wh i c h c r i tic i z e s wh ate xis t s by 

showing that the pretended universality of its own concept 

is ~ntenable t forces ••••• sacrifice from the particular 
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34 
interest." In Hegel's estimation, Habermas contends, to 

demonstrate the hollowness of a claim to universality was 

to compel particularistic, sectional interests to bow to 

the authority of reason. 

No less forcefully, however, Habermas goes on to maintain 

that the Philosophy of Right was written by a disillusioned 

Hegel whose method expects nothing from mere criticism. In 

the Philosophy of Righ t, Hegel is said to have " re linquish-
35 

ed the dialectical relation" between theory and practice. 

As Habermas explains the matter: whereas the early writings 

prioritized the subjective dialectic of theory and 

practice, the later writings systematically projected the 

dialectic of theory and practice onto the historical plane, 

where it described the objective phenomenology of the human 

spirit. In th is cons t ruc t ion, Ha bermas sugges ts , He gel 

appeased his anxiety about the historical vocation of 

philosophy. In other words, in this formulation, Hegel was 

able to indicate the historical process itself, as it had 

cuI mi na ted in the French Revo lu t ion, as the real iza t ion of 

Reason or of the sovereignty of Abstract Right; while, at 

the same time, he was able to minimize the role of 

phi los 0 ph y , wh i c h he con s t rue d a s val i don I y ret r 0 s p e c t -

ively, as metacritique, not as a causal agency. The 

Philosoph y of Righ t , we are told, resolved Hegel' 8 

difficulty which was to "legitimize the revolutionizing of 

reality without legitimizing the revolutionaries 
36 

them-

selves." For Hegel, the Reign of Terror that followed the 
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Re vo 1 uti on rep res e n ted the t rue a chi eve men t 0 far r 0 g ant, 

doctrinaire theoreticians, indifferent to the possibilities 

of the present moment and what it would reasonably bear. It 

is clear th at, for Habermas, understanding of the 

Philosophy of Right depends upon the prior knowledge that 

"Hege 1 des ires the revolutionizing of 
37 

reality without 

revolutionaries." In that light, the Philosophy of Right 

affirms the rationality of the actual structure of 

existence, but denies philosophy any immediate constitutive 

role in the construction of a rational society. 

La te r, Ha be rmas re nounces th e ps ycholog is tic a rgumen t tha.t 

explains Hegel's conservatism (in method and in substance) 
38 ' 

in terms of his fear of anarchy and political terror. He 

continues to account for the Philosophy of Right, however, 

as a retrospective, back-tracking and legitimizing work. 

Methodologically, it cancels the insight of the earlier 

period and announces that: "Philosophy cannot instruct the 

39 
world about what it ought to be." In a complete turnabout, 

the achievement of the Philosophy of 'Right is said to 

consist in the fact that, in that work; "Hegel attained the 

position from which philosophy could finally divest itself 

of a critique of the world and 
40 

con t e m pIa t ion • " Th e poi n t wh i c h 

assertion tha t, with the final 

Philosophy of Right represents. 

confined itself to 

is reiterated is the 

resolution tha t. the 

"He ge 1 can relieve 

philosophy of its critical efforts to confront the 

complacent existence of social and political life with its 
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own concept after he has recognized, with a sigh of relief, 

that the spirit has lurched forward, that the principle of 
41 

reason has entered into reality and has become objective." 

Now, although Habermas moves away from an excessively 

p s y c h 0 log i cal ex p 1 a nat ion, his ace 0 un t 0 f He gel's des c e n t 

into intransigent conservatism remains unsatisfactory. The 

psychologistic interpretation, in which fear of revolution 

(social change) is the decisive motivational factor, robs 

Hegel of political integrity: it makes him appear more 

sycophantic, apologetic and prejudiced than the political 

science 'technicians' and social engineers of the Natural 

Law School; but the revised argument in which his political 

integrity is restored, in which his politics are not an 

involuntary reflex, is not much better. Tha t second 

interpretation which depicts Hegel as an embattled, dogged 

reactionary, disdaining the rising revolutionary tide, 

actually diagnoses another kind of dementia underlying the 

same uncritical turn of mind. In the end, when it is said 

that Habermas's interpretation is psychologistic, what is 

meant is that it over-stresses the problem of psychological 

plausibility, when it should be examining a method of 

political analysis. The key variables in Habermas's 

analysis are youth and maturity, anxiety and security. 

Consequen t lY, the bulk of Hegel's thought, his mature work, 

becomes irrelevant to the emergence of critique. By the 

time Habermas has solved the problem of psychological 

pIa us i b iIi t y , m 0 s t 0 f He gel ' s con t rib uti 0 n has los tits 

IRA 



significance for a study of the pre-history of critique. 

In order to explain the connection between the development 

of Hegel's method and the maturation of his political 

judgment it is obligatory, first of all, to contest the 

stereotypical formula that makes him a reactionary giant. 

It is important to heed the arguments of Lukacs, Marcuse 

and Avineri, for example, to the effect that in commending 

the Prussian State, Hegel saw himself advocating a 

political system in which the reforms won in the Napoleonic 

period were upheld against sectarian, counter-

revolutionary factions. In this estimation of Hegel's 

political position (not his psychological disposition), he 

saw himself, whatever others thought, aligned with the 

progressive camp against an insidious reactionary party. 

According to Marcuse: "Hegel wrote his Philosophy of Right 

as a defence of the state against this pseudo-democratic 

ideology in which he saw a more serious. threat to freedom 
42 

than in the continued rule of vested authorities." That 

is, Hegel's political analysis argued the supremacy of a 

rational state, a state based upon an explicit principle, 

with a circumscribed executive power, over a "pseudo-

democratic ideology" and the minimalist rhetoric of the 

natural law school which he recognized for what it 

invariably is: the thin end of the totalitarian wedge. 

Thus, al though the Philosophy of Right sanctioned a 

"positive" political configuration, it did not rest upon 
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a naturalistic conception of society. It did not regress 

in that direction. For Lukacs, the cor e 0 f He gel's 

political thought remained the "taming of the economy ••••• 

its subordination to the interests of a fully developed 
43 

socialized humanity." But what separates the later work, 

for Lukacs, is a weightier realism. Decisive, in this 

connection, Lukacs maintains, is the fact that with regard 

to the prpblem of poverty, at which Hegel had looked long 

and hard, the "Philosophy of Right recognized only its 
44 

intransigence. As a direct result, the enthusiasm of the 

youthful, critical period is evaporated. Substantively, 

Hegel tends to transpose the political problems that he 

attributes to the economic life of civil society as moral 

difficulties, as obligations outstanding and unfulfilled, 

whose obduracy justifies state intervention. Without a 

practical economics, without a sense of the trans formative 

power of labour 01' any expectation that labour could carry 

hum ani t y bey 0 n d the soc i a 1 r e 1 a t ion s 0 f cap ita 1 ism, He gel 

conceives the possibility of transcendence of economic 

injustice in moral-political terms. The s ta te becomes, as 

"concrete universal", a bulwark against the rapacity of 

material interest and defends moral criteria against 

economic ones. It attempts to impose a moral-economy upon 

a secular, political economy. 

Hegel's growing realism also had methodological 

reverberations. Habermas's analysis correctly emphasized 

that in the late work, the dialectic of theory and practice 
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appears to have been projected onto the objective plane. 

However, Habermas tends to misconstrue this circumstance as 

signalling the demise of Hegelian criticism. But it is 

more apposite to relate Hegel's disillusionment concerning 

the immediate efficacy of criticism (his perception of the 

eclipse of the subjective by the objective dialectic) to 

his fuller appreciation of the mechanics of mediation. The 

greater emphasis given latterly to the objective dialectic 

should surely be understood as a momentously important 

refinement; in fact as the definitively Hegelian inflection 

which makes philosophical comprehension, the subjective 

dialectic of knowledge and experience, possible only in the 

shadow of the anthropological-historical movement that 

envelops it. Habermas should have explained that for Hegel 

the subjective dialectic and possibility of criticism it 

contains, begin in recollection and theorization of those 

complex, conc re te med ia t ions tha t de termine soc ia 1 be ing 

and consciousness. For Hegel, freedom begins in 

philosophic criticism that captures the structure of the 

objective dialectic. The Philosophy of Right attempts to 

specify the grounds on which social being and consciousness 

can be determined rationally, by universal reason. It 

rests on a blanket criticism of all naturalistic political 

theory. So, in the end, the limit of Hegel's critical 

method and the character of his political judgment (the 

relation of form and content) is defined not by a fateful 

a bandonmen t of the sub jec t i ve d ia 1ec tic (wh ich is really 

historicized) but by the prec is e structure of the 



Hegelian practical principle. In other words, what marks 

the horizon of Hegel's thought, in the abstract and 

concretely, is the fact that it makes the question of 

political morality the crucial one. It defines the 

of ultimate responsibility of the state as tha t 

transforming the anarchy of the economy into a moral order. 

Subsequently, Marx attacked that political philosophy as the 

epitome of reaction because it contained no practical 

e con 0 m i cpr inc i p 1 e, wh i c h 0 f c 0 u r s e i t did not; but a s a 

result, what was genuinely critical, in both form and 

content, tended to be overlooked, denied or traced back to 

an immature stage in Hegel's development. 

Conclusion 

The crux of the interpretation that has been developed here 

is that Hegel's philosophy, logically and methodologically, 

is, intrinsically, a political philosophy. With this 

emphasis what is prioritized is Hegel's antinominalism and 

his rationalism. Or, it is stressed that the basic 

concerns of the Hegelian problematic are phenomenological 

and anthropological rather than moral and theological. 

Logically and methodologically, the principal problems it 

addresses are those of conceptualizing (stipulating the 

principle of intelligibility of) and systematically 

organizing (safeguarding the rational basis of) collective 

existence. Th is, 

ultimately and 

responsibility and 

it has been arguerl, is so, 

reluctantly, Hegel defines 

recognizes the power of the 
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moral terms. This is so, in other words, even if his 

political philosophy lacks a practical economic principle. 

As a philosophy of history, the basic premiss of Hegel's 

thought is the historicity of things. From the outset, 

Hegel's systematic philosophy presupposes that Universal 

Reason has supplanted Necessity as the constitutive 

principle of the phenomenal world. Whether the French 

Revolution or the Reformation is construed as the pivotal, 

consummatory event, the indispensable premiss of Hegel's 

logic is that the rational has become real, that in the 

process of man's 

essence of concrete 

self-creation reason has 
45 

reality. Consequently, 

become the 

the criterion 

of universality becomes the epistemological-methodological 

centre of gravity of his system and of derived, critical, 

social philosophies. For Hegel, the supposition of the 

historicity of things functions epistemologically to define 

the possibility of Absolute Knowledge in terms of a 

generalized anthropological capability for reflection upon 

the completed historical process of man's formation. For 

Hegel's critical successors, the tacit (or explicit) claim 

to universality (the claim to represent a common 

anthropological interest) became the brittle ideological 

illusion projected by every theory of knowledge and 

representation of reality. In the light of Hegel's 

contribution to the progress of the theory of science and 

of sys tematic logic, it has become increasingly apparent 

that the logic of universal history and the methodological 
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foreclosure of the anthropological question are inseparable 

moments of the same existential crisis of alienation and 

domination. 

Finally, it has been argued, in an attempt to rescue 

Hegel's contribution to the emergence of a critical social 

philosophy from hasty negative conclusions, tha t his 

substantive political theory was always grounded 1n a 

self-conscious opposition to Natural Law theories of the 

State. Moreover, it has been suggested that if between 

Hegel and Marx a less than unilinear theoretical 

development occurred, then it is in the context of the 

the 0 r y 0 f the s tat e t hat Ma r xis t the 0 r y has ins 0 m e sen s e 

regressed, naturalistically. At least, it seems 

indisputable that with Marx's disparagement of the economic 

naivety, perhaps economic 

philosophy, there began 

complacency, of Hegel's political 

a tendency to undervalue the 

critical element the antinominalism and the rationalism -

in the Hegelian problematic, and to condemn Hegel as a 

political reactionary on economic grounds alone; without 

regard for the conjunctural constraints that operated to 

deli mit the h 0 r i Z 0 n 0 f He gel's his tor i cal con sci 0 usn e s s • 

( For this insight, this interpretation is indebted 

primarily to Lukacs). More than this, however, it is not 

unlikely that a summary dismissal of Hegel, which neglects 

to acknowledge his determination to adduce criteria that 

would serve a political science able to 

phenomenological and anthropological shape of 
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leads to mystification of the methodological foundations of 

Marxist social theory; which after all begins in a contrary 

evaluation of the 'concrete universal' extolled by the 

He gel ian the 0 r y 0 f the s tat e: ( i • e. wh i c h be 8 ins wit h a 

great deal, in epistemological and methodological terms, 

already settled.) 
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CHAPTER ONE 



THE FEUERBACHIAN PERlon 

There is ample evidence that the problems of Marxist 

philosophy hinge on a distinction between economic 

determinism and economic reductionism. So that Marx's 

failure, according to his critics, is that he propounded a 

m 0 n 0 c a usa 1 the 0 r y 0 f his tor y , wh 0 sea p pI i cat ion red u c e s 

every human action to the status of an effect of a sordid 

economic motive. In methodological 

difficulties are thought to lie in the 

v i a b let h eo r i e s 0 f ide 0 log y and pol i tic s 

terms, the main 

area of developing 

from the wreckage 

of an economically determinist problematic. On the other. 

hand, in a more positive evaluation, Marx's monumental 

achievement inheres in the forcefulness of those arguments 

that impressed upon the reluctant contemporary 

consciousness the reality of its complicity in a barbaric 

mode of economic production, upon which its existence 

depended. 

performed a 

In th is 

salutory 

alternative in terp ret at ion, 

theoretical reduction: 

Marx 

in 

concentrating upon the role of economic practice, he 

demonstrated, against the prevailing logic of science, that 

society had an historical rather than a natural foundation; 

and he was able to represent the ensemble of economic 

practices, the economic life of capitalist society, as an 

intrinsically divisive and dehumanizing process, rather 

than as a unitary, integrative event 1n the evolution of 

the human species. Viewed as economic reductionism, Marx's 

work becomes an adequate model for social criticism at 
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later stages of historical development. The methodological 

problems surrounding Marxist philosophy at this later stage 

are not thought to be essential to Marx's discourse, at 

all, but to arise from the need to take account of altered 

circumstances in which the fundamental shape of socio-

existential problems has changed. 

Making headway with an understanding of Marx's contribution 

to the philosophy of practice depends upon clarification of 

the distinction between economic determinism and economic 

reductionism. Where this distinction is blurred, 

indecision about Marx's theoretical and methodological 

protocols is inevitable. It is therefore convenient to 

turn to the work of Alfred Schmidt, for whom it is 

impe ra t i ve to apprec ia te the me thodo logical impor tance of 

Marx's "second appropriation of Hegel, especially the Hegel 
1 

of The Science of Logic." Equally, so Schmid t' s 

i nves t iga t ions s ugges t, it is impor tan t to recogni ze tha t 

before that event, before the second encounter with Hegel, 

the decisive influence on Marx's thinking was that of 

Feuerbach not Hege 1. Effectively, instead of an 

'epistemological break' that signals a transition from 

ideology to science, Schmidt discerns a methodological 

watershed that separates an earlier period of "historical 

materialism" from the period of the critique of political 
2 

economy. Not that these phases are thought to be totally 

unrelated or only negatively related; but the critique of 

pol i tical economy is he 1d to supe r sc de the soc 1 a1 theo ry 
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of the Feuerbachian apprenticeship. Which means that in 

Schmidt's estimation the critique of political economy 

avoids certain naturalistic excesses attributable to 

Feuerbach's influence. 

For Schmidt, Marx's initial encounter with Hegel was over

shadowed by the presence of Feuerbach. So that the first 

inversion of the idealist dialectic reiterated the point 

that to discuss human history as a "phenomenology of 

spirit" is 

following 

to den i g rat e ma n • 

Feuerbach, Hegelian 

For Marx and for Engels, 

ideal ism pro jec ted the 

Philosophic Idea as Subject and Man as Predicate of histor

ical action, when in Nature the inverse relation obtained. 

The starting point for Marxist philosophy was the material

istic critique that inverted the Essence/Existence distinc~ 

tion as it appeared in Hegel: a materialism that celebrated 

Na ture over Spi ri t and the Exis tence of the human species 

over the Essential Historical Victory of Reason. 

There was no mere reiteration of Feuerbach, however. All 

along, Marx and Engels are understood to have taken a 

dialectical view of nature. Schmidt explains their 

critique of Feuerbachian naturalism as follows: "Nature as 

a whole was for Feuerbach an unhistorical homogenous 

substratum, while the essence of the Marxist critique was 

the dissolution of this homogeneity in a rlialectic of 

Subject and Object. Nature was for Marx both an element of 

3 
human practice and the totality of everything that exists. If 
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This makes Marx's position more Hegeli.an than Feuerbach's: 

Marx unlike Feuerbach conceived of nature as the metabolic 

r e 1 a t ion 0 f man a t wo r k • Marx more thoroughly inverted 

Hege 1 because he attempted to overturn the idealist 

dialectic as well as the ontological structure of the 

philosophy of history. 

But the Feuerbachian influence still proved decisive. In 

The Paris Manuscripts, Marx acknowledged that the Hegelian 

dialectic as it had appeared in the Phenomenology of Spirit 

had, if only abstractly, grasped the constitutive role of 

labour in history; and until the 1850's it seems that Marx 

thought that his materialist inversion of the dialectic of 

labour coincided with the end of philosophy. As Schmid t 

conveys Marx's attitude to Hegel at that stage: "The 

indissoluble distinction between concept and reality was 

indeed recognized by Hegel, but at the same time devalued 

by being allocated to the Subject side as mere thought 
4 

determination." In other words, Ma rx bo th conceded tha t 

Hegel had sought systematically to explicate the dia1ecti~1 

pro g res s ion 0 f the cat ego r i e s 0 f the Ego as we 11 as tho s e 

of Objective Reason; and he resolved immediately to 

explicate the inverse relationship, the more radical 

dialectic of man and nature. At which point, in an 

over-reac tion to Hegel, the Feuerbach ian fac tor came into 

play. At which point, in other words, Marxism's methodo-

logical problems originate. Because, in fact, the problems 

of" p 0 sit i vis tIc" 0 r "s c 1 e n t i f i c " Ma r xis m 0 rig ina ten 0 t 
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wit h the bas e - sup e r s t r u c t u rem 0 del 0 f soc i e t y, wh ere the y 

really re-emerge and congregate; but they begin with that 

initial commitment to abandon philosophy in order to 

concentrate exclusively upon study of the Objective 

Dialectic of History. The explicit intention of the early 

period was to break completely with philosophy and to 

proceed to reorganize social relations. The re was an 

abrupt renunciation of the abstract in favour of the 

concrete, a denunciation of theory in favour of practice. 

Naturalism insinuated itself into historical materialism in 

the methodological silence that supposed the sufficiency of 

empirical observation. The magnitude of the ensuing 

problem is captured by Adorno when he says: "from the 

primacy of prac tica 1 reas on it was always onl y a s te p to 
5 

hatred of theory." 

According to Schmidt, then, the key to Marx's early work 

was the relation to Feuerbach, not the relation to Hegel. 

Marx rejected Hegel's idealism on grounds derived from 

Feuerbach's naturalistic anthropology. At the same time, 

Marx rejected Feuerbach's ontological conception of nature 

in favour of a dialectic of labour. The methodological 

result was a focus upon the objective dialectic of material 

production that involved a constant, perhaps ineradicable 

tendency to economic determinism in the philosophy of 

history. In Schmidt's judgment, Engels never did get out 

of the Feuerbachian problematic. A fact, allegedly, 

demonstrated by the latter's elaboration of a dialectic 
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6 
of nature as the final position for Marxism. 

The Problem of Economic Determinism 

Th e pro b 1 em 0 fee 0 nom 1 c de t e r min ism, as ita sse r t sit s elf 

in the methodological controversies that surround Marx's 

writings, boils down, in the end, to concern about the 

apparent strangulation at birth of theories of ideology and 

politics tha t postulate the existence of regions of 

experience that are autonomous with regard to the economic 

substratum. Economically determinist thinking denies the 

possibility of distinctly political or ideological types of 

social practice. And in the shadow of Feuerbach's 

i nfl uence, Marx's firs t cr i t ique of Hegel's ess en tial ism 

appears to argue, fairly straightforwardly, that ideo-

logical and political phenomena must not be taken as, in 

themselves, proper or worthy targets of social criticism. 

The German Ideology gave expression to the vehement anti-

ide a Ii s m 0 f the ear I y Ma r x • The avowed aim of that work 

was to "debunk and discredit the philosophic struggle with 
7 

the shadows of reality." The German Ideology ridiculed the 

bottomless scepticism of the day which expended its 

energies in wrestling with "shadows of reality," with "the 

ideological reflexes and echoes of the life-process," 

instead of with reality and the life-processes of society, 

themselves. Marx and· Engels alluded to a "revolution 

8 
bes ide wh ich the French Revol u t ion was ch i ld ' splay." They 

described, tongue-in-cheek, how: "Principles ousted one 

204 



another, heroes of the mind overthrew each other with 

unheard-of-rapidity, and in the three years 1942-45 more of 

the past was swept away in Germany than at other times in 
9 

threOe centuries." In deadly earnes t, nevertheless, The 

German Ideology described those armchair critics who sought 

to revolutionize the realm of ideas, as the "staunchest 

conservatives," by virtue of the fact that every pre-

condition of their intellectual activity was left intact, 

while they amused themselves in a philosophic side-show. 

In opposition to the idealist faction, Marx and Engels 

proposed to elaborate a practical philosophy with concrete 

presuppositions. They said: .. Th e premis s es from wh ich we 

begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real 

premisses from which abstraction can only be mad-e in the 

imagination. They are the real individuals, their activity 

and the material conditions under which they live, both 

thos e wh ich they find already exis t ing and those produced 
10 

by their activity." In effect, they presupposed and 

extrapolated from the dialectic of labour: the actuality of 

a process of interaction between men organized in relations 

of production that addressed definite historically 

constituted material conditions of existence. 

The weakness of the materialist dialectic cannot be said to 

lie in its lack of explanatory power. Th e problem is no t 

sociological but epistemological or methodological. In 

fact, the capacity of this theory of society and history to 
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explain cultural phenomena and human relations, has tended 

to conceal, or to pre-empt, criticism of its philosophic 

crudity. Epistemologically, it seems to excuse itself 

from an auto-critique by contending tha t its 

presuppositions are life forms, concrete circumstances, 

rather than rational forms. This contention, however, 

reveals it to be the most extreme objectivism, in 

methodological terms. It offers a mechanical, unilateral 

and monocausal account of the origin of ideas in general, 

and by implication of its own presuppositions. As a 

philosophy of practice it is also radically deficient in 

this respect: in that disparagement of the emancipatory 

potential of intellectual activity, and ascription of 

historical significance to material circumstances, alone, 

implies fatalism. 

An excellent example of the cogency of the sociology of The 

Ge rman Ideo logy and of the narrowness 0 fits ph ilosoph ic 

interest is provided by its criticism of Kant. "The state 

of Germany at the end of the last century is fully 

reflected" says Marx "in Kant's Critik der Practischen 

Vernunft. While the French bourgeoisie, by means of the 

most colossal revolution that history has ever known, was 

achieving domination and conquering 

Europe, while the already politically 

the Continent of 

emanc i pa ted English 

bourgeoisie was revolutionizing industry and 

India politically, and all the rest of 

subjugating 

the world 

commercially, the impotent German burghers did not get 
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any further than "good will." Kant was satisfied with 

"good will" alone, even if it remained entirely without 

result, and he transferred the realization of this good 

will, the harmony between it and the needs and impulses of 

individuals to the world beyond. Ka nt' s go 0 d wi 11 full y 

corresponds to the impotence, depression and wretchedness 

of the German burghers, whose petty interests were never 

capable of developing into the common, natural interests of 

a class, and who were, therefore, constantly exploited by 
11 

the bourgeoisie of all other nations." There is no inkling 

here that as Lukacs and Goldmann, in particular, have 

demonstrated, modern dialectics began with Kant. Nor is 

there an indication that the economic and political 

impotence of the German bourgeoisie might have served to 

provoke, in a way that pre-figured socialism, not a 

feeble-minded recourse to philosophy but an embittered 

attempt to theorize or rationalize the negativity of 

existential conditions, prior to the inauguration of a 

programme of reform. This formulation does not even 

suggest that Germany awaited the arrival of a new kind of 

knowledge, knowledge of a more practical kind, like 

political economy. Germany is required to wait until 

objective historical forces gather sufficient momentum to 

break it loose from the past. 

Marx's renunciation of pbilosopby and disparagement of 

theoretical practice is particularly pronounced in The 

Poverty of Philosophy. There, in view of the subsequent 
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development of his th ough t , Marx's invective against 

Proudhon assumes a certain irony. Marx summarizes 

Proudhon's method as follows: "How does M. Proudhon 

distinguish himself from other economists? And what part 

does Hegel play in M. Proudhon's political economy? ..•.•••• 

Economists express the relations of bourgeois production, 

the division of labour, credit, money etc., as fixed 

immutable, external categories. M. Proudhon, who has these 

ready made categories before him, wants to explain to us 

the act of formation, the genesis of these categories, 
12 

principles, laws, ideas, thoughts." This exercise was 

reg a r d e d by Ma r x , a t t hat tim e, asp rep 0 s t e r 0 us. Nothing 

seemed more absurd to him than to seek to explain 

historical conditions by reference to a series of ideas, to 

explain history as an essentially intellectual or mental 

process. These ideas had to be explained, according to 

Marx, as expressions of material conditions. When Marx 

says, in exasperation with Proudhon's idealism, that: 

"Machinery is no more an economic category than the bullock 

that draws the plough," he means to replace a misguided 

emphasis on conceptual determination and on the constitut-

ive role of economic categories, with an unblinkered focus 

upon the movement of actual power relations. In eguating 
13 

mach i ne ry and "the bull oc k tha t draws the plough" and in 

contrasting these with ideological constructions, Marx is 

emphasizing the primacy of life-forms over rational forms, 

of reality over concept, of existence over essence. With 
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this emphasis, however, there was a constant tendency to 

reduce the role of critique to an analysis of economic 

conditions, and to conceive of history as a process 

governing the natural evolution of life forms. 

Economic neterminism is an especially troublesome aspect of 

Marx's theory of 

ideology in its 

politics. 

earliest 

denied the determinacy of 

Again, as wi tho the 

formulation, Marx's 

the Sta te : i • e • 

theory of 

politics 

of given 

political institutions. This extremism, too, originated in 

a Feuerbachian critique of Hegel's Philosophy of RighJ:. 

The decisive factor was that Marx not only conducted a 

thorough critique of Hegel, he also situated himself 

polemically in opposition to Hegel. Two consequences 

followed. Firstly, as rigorously as Hegel portrayed the 

State as the objective representation of Reason as the 

"concrete universal," so, jus t as emphatically, Marx 

construed the State as the institutionalized misrepresent-

ation of material conditions. Later, notably in The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, this basic 

evaluation of the State was resurrected by Marx to provide 

a framework for his resoundingly successful substantive 

analysis. Secondly, however, Marx's initial Critique of 

Hegel's Doctrine of the State, became the pretext for a 

theoretical evacuation of political theory and a determin

ation to find the truth of political society in the 

economic relations of civil society. In the Feuerbachian 

period, Marx's political analysis began in his resolve to 
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look away from the hallucinatory forms of constitutional 

politics to the realities of economic conflict. 

Marx's criticism of Hegel's political philosophy depends 

almost entirely upon two related arguments drawn from 

Feuerbach. 

theoretical 

Firstly, 

sleight 

it is 

of 

argued that Hegel perpetrates a 

hand when he represents the 

Philosophical Idea as Subject of the political process, and 

regards the political climate and institutional structure 

as predicates of the Idea. Secondly, it is argued that the 

position of command over Civil Society, enjoyed by the 

State (rationalized and legitimated by Hegel), is 

indicative of a condition of political alienation. 

Theoretically, Marx aims to unmask Hegel's Philosophy of 

Right as a retrospective rationalization; practically, 

Marx's purpose is to highlight the need for complete 

abolition of a condition of alienation: a condition 

condoned by Hegel. 

Toge the r thes e a rgumen ts are de p10yed to at tac k Rege l' s 

essentialism: to undermine the proposition that the State 

exists as the concrete and universal expression of freedom. 

When he maintains that the State is the "concrete 

universal," the realization of freedom, Hegel means that in 

the State all particular interests are reconciled in the 

general interest; or that the State has the power to 

mediate all particular interests, in its role as 

representative of the general interest. According to Marx, 
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however, the identity of r>i1rticular ancl general interests 

postulated hy Hege 1 is a consequence of an abstract 

consideration of the "essential relationship between these 
14 

spheres ." Nevertheless, Marx insists, the actual relations 

of domination and subordination that ohtain hetween Civil 

Society and th e State are, everywhere, tacitly bu t 

neces sa r i 1 Y I acknow1 edged by He ge 1. In part i c u 1 a l' , Ma l' x 

points to the fact that, for Civil Society, the State is, 

in Hegel's analysis, above all, the principle of "external 

15 
necessity." 

Th e ide n tit Y 0 f S tat e and C i v i1 Soc i e t y pro po sed by He gel 

is, forMa I' x, en til' ely the pro due t 0 f e sse n t i a Ii s m, wh i c h 

always involves the tyranny of the Idea; in this case the 

tyranny of the State as concrete representative of 

Transcendent Reason. This identity depends, in other 

words, upon the reduction of Civil Society, and its 

interests, to dimensions determined a prioristically (i.e. 

arbitrarily) by the State. This identity depends upon a 

series of inversions of real relationships. For example, 

set tin g t h ~ I' e cord s t I' a i g h t , Ma r x say s: II Th e fa mil y and 

civil society are the preconditions of the State, they are 

the true agents; 
16 

but in speculative philosophy it 
17 

is the 

reverse." "The Idea is subjectivized," and real human 

subjects become manifestations of the Idea. This 

theoretical chicanery masks historical practice in which: 

"The ordinary empirical world is not governed by its own 
18 

mind but by a mind alien to it." For Hegel's philosophy 
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and for the State that it eulogizes, the ruling principle 

is a rational essence. For Marx, this essentialism has the 

tragic corollary that as far as Civil Society and its 

component populations are concerned: "The goal of their 
19 

existence is not that existence itself." 

The Ph i 10 S 0 ph y of Righ t extolled the Constitutional 

Monarchy. Marx's critique discusses how that variant of the 

State (despite the eminent compatibility of that political 

form with Hegel's essentialist mode of thought) serves only 

to perpetuate the antagonism of State and Civil Society. 

The Monarch, Marx argues, satisfies the need engendered 

internally by the Philosophy of Right. to personify the 

mythical Subjectivity of the State. However, says Marx: 

"If Hegel had begun by positing real subjects as the basis 

of the Sta te he would no t have found it necess ary to 
20 

subjectivize the State in a mystical way." Subsequently, 

he need not have resorted to, or been seduced by, the 

convenience of the Monarchy as a political principle. 

However, the sovereignty of the Monarch, even of a 

constitutional Monarch, is all too real. Th e sovere ign t y 

of the Monarch, the fact that sovereignty exists, only as 
21 

personified in him' --' "i s not simply an illusion." The 

representative status of the Crown, even the illusory power 

of the person who is constitutionally the sovereign power, 

exists as an expression of the political subjugation of the 

people. Constitutional Monarchy provokes the question: 
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22 
" S 0 v ere i g n t y 0 f the M 0 n arc h 0 r () f the p e 0 pIe ? " • Wh i c hi i n 

a constitutional monarchy is the chimerical form of 

so v ere i p, n t y, and wh i c I-) is rea 1 ? Harx answers by saying 

that the Monarchy is the real and at the same time a false 

form of sovereignty. In its reality, it satisfies only the 

crudest materialist criterion. Sovereignty is embodied in 

the person of the sovereign, so that his power to 

physically reproduce himself becomes the State's highest 

principle. As a false f~rm of sovereignty, says Marx, 

Constitutional Monarchy apes democracy. l.t is an 

e sse n t i ali s t sol uti 0 n, wh 0 s e 1 e g i tim a c yin her est 0 tall yin 

its claim to represent the people. In Marx's judgment, an 

existentialist judgment: "Democracy is the solution to the 

riddle of every constitution. In it we find the 

constitution founded on its true ground: real human beings 

and the real people; not merely implicitly and in essence, 

but in existence and reality. The constitution is thus 

po sit e d as the p e 0 p 1 e ' sown ere a t ion. The constitution is 

in ap~farance what it is in reality: the free c rea t ion of 

man." 

_T_h_e ____ Ph __ i_l_o_s_o~p_h~y~ __ o_f ___ R_i~g~h __ t defends the convention that 

delegates executive functions to the civil service 

bureaucracy. Hegel suggested that a professional 

bureaucracy, not bound to civil society by economic 

interest, wouln be able to perform, impersonally, functions 

that establish the identity of particular and general 

interest. Marx, however, feared that in the bureaucracy, 
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the state woul~ become 
24 

functionaries. 

th e private property of its 

Moreover, the bureaucracy, in Marx's eyes, ~~iVf)S objective 

form to the State's hostility to Civil Society. "Th e 

antithesis between the state and civil society is thus 

25 
established." The State administers Civil Society, in 

accordance with its interests, through the bureaucracy.· 

The identity of State and Civil Society, the false identity 

in Marx's estimation, lies in the equal commitment of the 

"illusory universal class" and of the particular interests 

of Civil Society to the principle of private property. 

Consequently, says Marx: "The identity he (Hegel) has 

established between civil society and the state is the 
26 

identity of two hostile armies." 

The Philosophy of Right accepts that the state legislature 

should be a representative assembly. For Marx, however, 

the representative role of the assembly, and its 

simultaneous subordination to the executive, proves only 

this, that: "The constitutional state is that form of the 

state in which the state interest, i.e. the real interest 
27 

of the people, is present only formally." Wha t the 

representative system of government ensures is that: "The 

class of private citizens does not transform itself into a 

political class but enters into its political significance 
28 

and efficacy as the class of private citizens." Moreover: 

"The class distinctions of civil society thus become 
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established as political distinctions." means, 

firstly, that the members of civil societY1re excluded 

from political society; and that they rtre represented in 

political society, or in the state only as members of the 

classes of civil society. More succinctly still, Marx 

arguE'S that the constitution of the representative form of 

government: "expresses the idea that that civil society is 
30 

in and for itself without any political significance." 

Marx's conclusions here have enduring importance for the 

development of his thought. What conclusions did he draw 

then ? Firstly, Marx contended that the identity of State 

and Civil Society postulated by Hegel was entirely 

spurious. On the contrary, he argued that Hegel had 

demonstrated that the relationship between these spheres in 

society was characterized by antagonism. Mo rep r e cis ely 

still, Marx argued that the relation of Monarchy and People 

transposed and supress ed a fundamental contradiction 

between the principles of private property and wealth. The 

autonomy of the Monarch and his dominant position, what 

might be called the existence of a reified political powe r, 

represented the vic tory of the principle of private 

property and personal caprice over the productive power of 

Civil Society. This antagonism arose and was settled in 

favour of private property at the heart of the state 

itself. This was the significance of primogeniture, Marx 

said , sin c e i t mob iIi z e Q the c i v il law a g a ins t the ide a 

that the family can hold property in common, and deetted 
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landed property, property pa r excellence, to be the 

inalienahle private property of one individual. 

Firstly, then, Marx argued that the State represented the 

estrangement of the wealth of Civil Society. Secondly, he 

concluded that: "the political state is an abstraction from 
31 

civil society." He surmised that political society in its 

apparatus and practice amounted at hest to a microcosm, at 

worst to a masquerade; either way, to a mere 

representation. This led him to the truly momentous 

judgment, in view of subsequent methodological developments, 
32 

that: "civil society is the real political society." 

In fact, there are two theories of politics in Marx's 

Critique of Hegel's Doctrine of the State. There is the 

methodological thesis that politics is that problematic 

defined by the negative relation of State and Civil 

Society. This is not a replica of the Hegelian position, 

but, not suprisingly, methodologically, it implies that 

analysis should concentrate, not upon the identity of 

opposites (as with Hege 1 ian logic), but upon the 

contradiction suppressed and mystified in postulated 

identities. Thus, to a considerable and generally 

unacknowledged extent this early study of 1843 anticipates 

the protocols of the critique of the political economy. It 

does so in the sense that what distinguishes Marx's mature 

met hod is wh a t Ad 0 r no call s a neg a t i ve d i ale c tic s rat her 

than a mat'"erialist dialectics. In the 1840's, however, 
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Marx was happier with the substantive theory of politi.cs 

that emerged in the conclusion to The Critique of Hegel's 

Doctrine of the State. Methodologically, the decisive 

presuppositional factor was Feuerbach's (metaphysical) 

naturalism, which condemned the State as the concrete 

rep res e n tat i v e 0 f ali en a t ion i n pol i tic all i fe, and wh i c h 

regarded the State as an unnecessary moment in the 

dialectic of labour. Follow i n g Feu e r b a c h, the n, Ma r x, a t 

this earliest stage, abandoned the concept of politics that 

probes the negative mediation of state and civil society. 

Instead, Marx focussed upon the opposition of material 

forces in civil society. Unfortunately, subsequent neglect 

of th e a rea of ra t ional med ia t ion, of the incongruence of 

political theory and political relations, of 

between constitutional law and the structure 

the disparity 

of political 

existence, led directly to economic determinism in social 

and political analysis. In a naturalistic framework, in 

the context of a wholly objective dialectic, mediation 

relates exclusively to the clash of physical forces in what 

is regarded as comprising the political arena in its 

entirety: that is, in civil society. Finally, at this 

point, the saturation of Marx's theory by Feuerbachian 

naturalism, and the attendant perception of the State as 

un nee e 8 8 a r y , as de term i ned un i 1 ate I' all y by c on t r a d i c t ion s 

specific to civil society; this naturalism prefigured 

Marx's conversion to a communist ilieal, that urged the 

abolition of the state in practice. 
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The Naturalism of the Communist Manifesto 

The legendary expression of Marx's naturalistic theory of 

politics is found in The Manifesto of the Communist Party. 

In fact, most of what is regarded as problematic in Marxist 

philosophy is stated starkly in The Communist Manifesto. 

To a considerable extent, that text can be read as an 

appendix to The Poverty of Philosophy, where the question 

of the relation of the Marxist to the Hegelian dialectic 

was resolved for the first time. More precisely still, the 

Manifesto can be read as an extrapolation from the 

quo tat ion t hat c los e s The Po ve r t y 0 f Ph i los 0 ph Y • Th e 

quotation, from George Sand, runs: "Combat or death: bloody 

struggle or extinction. 
33 

It is thus that the question is 

inexorably put." 

The central proposition of The Communist Manifesto is that 

historical processes have reduced or will reduce society in 

its capitalist stage of development to a simple dualism. 

Verbatim, it is stated that: "Society as a whole is more 

and more splitting into two great hostile camps, into two 

great classes directly facing each other: bourgeoisie and 

34 
proletariat." The naturalistic fallacy insinuates itself 

in the proclaimed inevitability of the process of 

polarization, confrontation, conflict and liquidation of 

the forces of the bourgeoisie. "In proportion as the 

bourgeoisie, i.e. capital, is developed, in the same 

proportion is the proletariat, the modern working class 

35 
developed." Consequently, the· familiar argument continues: 
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"\Vhat the hourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is 

its own gravedigge rs. Its fate ann the victory of the 

36 
proletariat are equally inevitable." Already, the problem 

of a tendency to ontologize the historical relations of 

capital and labour presents itself. 

Associated with the reduction in the direction of a 

polarized social ontology, is the precipitate obliteration 

of other axes of power. For example, feudal relations are 

declared to have been eradicated. The text maintains that: 

"the feudal relations of property became no longer 

compatible with the already developed productive forces; 

they became so many fetters. They had to be burst asunder-
37 

they we re burs t asunder." Subsequently it has been a 

matter of controversy whether a social formation can 
38 

c ompr is e more than one mode of prod uc t ion. Similarly, as 

it dismisses the issue of feudal relations, The Communist 

Manifesto dismisses the national question. It says, in 

this connection: "National differences and antagonisms 
39 

between people are daily, more and more vanishing." Every 

determination of Statehood except the economic ~s judged to 

be of negligible importance: which is the essence of the 

the general and large problem of economism in political 

analysis. 

In effect, politics is defined as the issue of property. 

Before that, however, more fundamentally, economic history 

is defined as the history of property relations. "For many 
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a decade past, the history of industry and commerce is but 

the history of the revolt of modern productive forces 

against modern conditions of production, a~ainst the 

property relations tha t are the conditions for the 
40 

existence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule." In their 

con c 1 u s ion, Ma r x and Eng e 1 s con ten d t hat the " pro per t y 
41 

question" is the "leading question." More often, it seems 

to be the only question, in the 1840's and, in particular, 

in the Manifesto. The political purpose of the proletariat 

i s g i v e n in the set e r m s: " Th e prole tar i a t will us e its 

political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from 
42 

the bourgeoisie." And it seem that because, first and 

1 as t, politics is conceived of as a contest about 

property; nothing more is articulated in the way of a 

political ideal or programme. Also, it is considered that 

the abolition of property relations would be tantamount to 

the end of politics as such. On this score the Manifes to 

says: "When, in the course of development, class 

dis t inc tions have dis a ppea red and all prod uc t ion has been 

concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the 

whole nation, the public power will lose its political 

character. Political power, properly so called, is merely 
43 

the organized power of one class for oppressing another." 

Here, finally, the equation of politics with property 

relations has as its corollary ascription of a totally 

sinister role to the State. It leads to the notorious view 

according to which the "executive of the modern state is 

but a committee for managing the common affairs of the 
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44 
whole bourgeoisie." 

Of course, the rhetorical excesses of The Manifesto of the 

Communist Pa r ty can he attributed to the political 

exigencies of the situation in wh ich it was written. It 

can be regarded as an exhortation to revolutionary action 

tha t sacrifices theoretical rigotlr in its effort to 

communicate immediately, to inspire commitment and bolster 

morale. Its rampant economic determinism can be attributed 

to a desire not to tax a working class audience 

philosophically. Ho w eve r, i tis not po s sib 1 e to fin d a 

more 

from 

sophisticated theory 

which the Manifesto 

of politics set out elsewhere, 

is, as it were, an abstract. 

There is no esoteric version: The Communist Manifesto is 

all there is. The text might have been measured to suit 

the immediate political need: political action. It may 

have owed its existence to political opportunism, rather 

than, in the first instance or directly, to philosophic 

conviction. This is an inconclusive argument, however. It 

is generally agreed that the long-run effect of economic 

determinism in Marxist political theory has been political 

passivity. In the short term, nevertheless, the Manifesto 

may have served to inci te revolutionary fervour. In any 

case,it may have been expected to do so by its authors. It 

might also be argued, however, and more consistently, that 

The Communist Manifesto was less an exhortation, or a 

practical guide for revolutionaries, than a carefully 

considered theoretical. intervention, that attempted to 
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conceptualize a political crisis as well as to supply the 

working class party with philosophic credentials, with self 

understanding. In addition it might be said that in this 

attempt, Marx and Engels applied all the intellectual 

resources at their disposal. In other words, it seems not 

un rea son a b let 0 in t e r pre t the Ma n i f est 0 as rep res en tin g a 

crystallization of Marx's position in 1847, and as the 

philosophical culmination of the Feuerbachian period. This 

interpretation has p1ausabi1ity, not least because the 

Manifesto propounds ideas that remain fundamental for Marx 

even in the period that follows, in what Schmidt calls "the 

sec 0 n d a p pro p ria t ion 0 f He gel. " Latterly, they form a 

backdrop to the meticulous study of economic theory. 

Among these central ideas is the conviction upon which 

Marx's materialist philosophy of history stands: that the 

"concrete universal," the agent through which the "truth" 
45 

value of philosophy can be realized is the proletariat. 

Methodologically, the Manifesto emphasizes the necessity to 

analyze and conceptualize the dialectic of labour, the 

disposition of the forces that promote and obstruct the 

proletariat. Marx decides in favour of the principle of 

wealth, for general economic emancipation, for the 

expansion of the forces of production, and he decides 

against the bourgeoisie because its interest is co-

extensive with a certain level of the development of 

society's productive forces; a level at which the principle 

of private ownership predominates. For Marx, the political 
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rule of the bour<#oisie is inimical to the principle of 

soc i a I we a I t h • Nevertheless, insofar as Marx predicted the 

inevitable extinction of bourgeois relations of production 

he hampered the development of Marxist social theory with 

the doctrine of economic determinism. Subsequently, a 

voluminous literature has been produced that attempts to 

extricate Marxism from that problem. 
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CHAPTER TWO 



ANTONIO GRA"1SCI AND THE THEORY OF THE 
SUPERSTRUCTURe 

The political philosophy of Antonio Gramsci comprises the 

prototypical attempt to rescue Marxism from economic 

determinism: the prohlem that erupted into historical 

mat e ria lis m fro m Feu e r b a c h ' s nat u r ali sma n d wh i c h was 

formalized firstly in Engel's evolutionism; the problem 

that, from a methodological standpoint, threatens to leave 

Marxist social theory bereft of distinctive and irreducible 

the 0 r i e S 0 f ide 010 g y an d po 1i tic S • Gramsci's importance 

derives from his acknowledgement of this difficulty and 

consists in his elaboration of the theory of hegemonic 

political practice as a possible solution. Subsequently, 

attempts to develop theories of ideology and politics in a 

Marxist framework have echoed Gramsci and only arguably 

improved on his position, methodologically. 

Nicos Poulantzas, for example, entirely endorses Gramsci's 

interpretation of the theoretical impasse arrived at by 

materialist dogma. The problem, as Pou1antzas transcribes 

it, is that: "No systematic theory of ideology in the 

C.M.P. (capitalist mode of production) is to be fount! in 

Capital, for the remarks on capitalist fetishism cannot 

claim this title, nor is there a theory of politics in it." 

In both the political and ideological regions, so seriously 

underdeveloped, Poulan tzas locates his own work by 

emphasizing the uniqueness of Gramsci's contribution. To a 

considerable extent, Poulantzas may be understood to 
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situate himself, with Althusser, between Gramsci, on one 

side, and Marx, Engels and Lenin, on the other side. In 

any case, gesturing in the direction of Gramsci's effort to 

advance the }1arxist theory of ideology, Poulantzas writes: 

"As 0 P po sed to sci en c e, ide 0 log y has the pre cis e fun c t ion 

of hiding the real contradictions and of reconstituting on 

ani mag ina r y level are 1 a t i vel y co her e n t rl i s c 0 u r s e wh i c h 

serves as the horizon of agent's experience; it does this 

by moulding their representations of their real relations 

and inserting these in the overall unity of the relations 
2 

of a (social) formation." And he continues, immediately: 

"Th is is cer tainly the fund amen tal meaning of the ambiguous 

metaphor of 'cement' used by Gramsci to designate the 

function of ideology. Ideology which slides into every 

level of the social structure has the particular function 

3 
of cohesion." On the matter of ideology, too, as a 

substantiated system of relations, Pou1antzas urges the 

point that: " As Gramsc1 clearly realized, ideology 

encompasses not merely scattered elements of knowledge, 

notions, etc., but also the whole process of symbolization, 

of mythical transposition, of 'taste,' 'style,' 'fashion,' 
4 

i.e. of the 'way of life' in general." 

With respect to Gramsci's part 1n the effort to reconstruct 

a Marxist theory of politics, Pou1antzas is, if anything, 

more emphatic. There, 1n tha t con tex t, he remarks: "The 

theory of the State and of political power has, with rare 

exceptions such as Gramsci, been neglected by Marxist 
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5 
thought. To which statement he acids: "The classic 11arxist 

tradition of the theory of the Sta te is principally 

concerned to show the repressive role of the State, in the 

strong sense of organized physical repression. There is 

only one notable exception, Gramsci, with his problematic 
6 

of hegemony." 

Poulantzas' own purpose is more academic in character than 

Gramsci's. It is to purge Gramsci of historicism, and to 

appropriate the concep t of hegemony for structuralist 

Marxism. The criticism levelled at Gramsci is that as the 

basis of a "positive", political theory, as a programmatic 

statement, as theory with a direct practical intention, the 

hegemonic theory is profoundly suspect. This is because, 

says Poulantzas, it requires the working class party to 

adopt the tactics of the bourgeoisie, which given the 

radical divergence between their interests, may prove 

ruinous: "its success in the theory of the working class is 
7 

exceptionally suspect." In Poulantzas' view, the trouble is 

that Gramsci's historicism leads him to mistake the Jacobin 
8 

par ty for the embryonic Communis t par ty. This continuity 

is mythical and would be irrelevant from a structuralist 

p e rs pec ti ve for which the dec is i ve fac tor in con junc tu ra 1 

analysis is the actual composition of forces. 

However, in spite of the fact tha t Poulantzas 

differentiates his position from Gramsci's by rejecting the 

latter's historicism, Poulantzas does not in fact offer a 
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methodological criticism of Gramsci. The alleged 

misconception about the significance of the Jacobin party 

i nth e F r e n c h Re vol uti 0 n, and the r e 1 ate d m i s g i v i n gsa b 0 u t 

the wisdom of Gramsci's practical or tactical 

pronouncements, amount to no more than a substantive 

criticism and a conjecture. In fact, on the most general 

methodological 

conceptualize 

level, where the question of how to 

is political and ideological realities 

concerned, Poulantzas slips into Gramsci's shoes. Th is is 

so: firstly, in the sense that the general methodological 

problem of overcoming economic determinism recedes as the 

more analytic-theoretical difficulty of 

concept of hegemony from its historicist 

extricating the 

background takes 

precedence; secondly, and consequently, because Poulantzas 

achieves no more decisive victory over the threat of 

economic determinism. For this reason, having made 

reference to Poulantzas' acknowledgement of Gramsci, it 1s 

appropriate to look more closely at the Gramscian theory. 

Gramsci's Problematic 

Gramsci's purpose and point of reference were less 

abstract, more urgently defined by practical considerations 

than those of Poulantzas. What Gramsci demanded of Marxist 

theory was tha tit should supply, af ter Wor ld War I, an 

understanding of the structure of the Italian State. 

Unfortunately, this 

straightforwardly, to 

was 

do. 

something 

Italy, in 

it 

the 

proved unable, 

first quarter of 

the 20th century and beyond, did not conform to the 

230 



pattern of development of the leading industrial countries. 

The State appeared not to be dominated by the interest of 

capital: political life had not crystallized into a bipolar 

class struggle between hourgeoisie and proletariat; 

traditional social forms had evidently not been dissolved 

and transformed by the inexorable expansion of capitalist 

production. Instead, economic development was uneven: 

localized in the North and constrained by considerable 

national and international forces. The feudal aristocracy, 

the military caste and the Church remained influential at 

every level in society; and fascism rather than socialism 

or communism emerged as the victorious, popular and 

radical, ideology. The account given of the composition of 

forces in modern society, in The Manifesto of the Communist 

Party, was irrelevant to the Italian experience. For 

Grams c i, the th eo re t ica 1 ma t ter-a t-hand was to accommoda te 

Marxism to the study of specific historical ~ircumstances. 

Principally, there was a need to conceive of the 

possibility of social revolution without reliance upon a 

presupposition of economic revolution. Without the 

capability, Gramsci appreciated, of understanding the field 

of conflict (the Italian State) as an arena in which the 

preponderant social forces were not economically 

progressive and did not represent themselves as economic 

forces, there existed no possibility of elaborating a 

rational revolutionary practice. In other words. Gramsci 

was acutely aware that Marxism had to undergo 
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theoretical change before it could conceptualize the 

reality of ideology and politics in Italy in the 1920's. 

Methodologically, Gramsci has but one thought: that to 

explain every social phenomenon, causally, by reference to 

a determinate economic momentum, is to fail to produce 

historical explanation. His exasperation with economic 

de t e r min ism in Ma r xis t soc i a 1 the 0 rye x p 1 0 des 0 n n u mer 0 us 

occasions. He says, for example, in typical fashion: "The 

claim, presented as an essential postulate of historical 

materialism, that every fluctuation of politics and 

ideology can be presented and expounded as an immediate 

expression of the structure, must be contested in theory as 

9 
primitive infantilism." Even more scathingly and bluntly, 

if that is possible, he says: "The search for "dirty 

Jewish" interes ts has sometimes led to monstrous and 

c omi ca 1 errors of in te rpre ta t ion, wh ich have cons equen tly 

reacted negatively on the prestige of the original ideas. 

It is therefore necessary to combat economism not only in 

the theory of historiography, but also and especially in 
10 

the theory and practice of politics." Economism is firmly 

denounced as theoretical and practical wrongheadedness, 

even as simple-mindedness. 

In Stuart Hall's estimation, Gramsci's philosophic stature 

derives from his success in re-thinking the base-super-

11 
s true t ure me ta phor, which is the al ge bra and geome try of 

economistic theory. It can be argued, more emphatically, 
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however, that the sole purpose of Gramsci's methodological 

investigations was to completely discredit and finally 

dispense with the legendary metaphor. Reluctance to accept 

this intepretation, the tendency to refer euphemistically 

to the fate of the metaphor at Gramsci's hands, may be 

sentimental, since that figure has certainly played its 

part in the class struggle. Al t ern a t i vel y, i t may sur v i v e 

on practical grounds, since although it is a well-worn 

piece of equipment it is still not entirely useless. 

Nevertheless, Gramsci's attitude to the base-superstructure 

model was uncompromisingly negative. He strove to 

dissociate his position from the orthodox one, as it were, 

on two distinct locations. Nevertheless, at each site, his 

wr it i ng be trays a des per a te anxie t y to combat economism 

without entering into direct conflict with fundamental 

Marxist principle; and this anxiety may explain the 

disc repancy be tween the depth of his opposi tion to the 

orthodoxy and the apparent similarity between his theory of 

society and the base-superstructure model, a similarity 

which has led many commentators to believe that Gramsci re-

thought or re-worked that conception. 

The first location on which Gramsci confronted economism 

was the classic text by Bukharin, the Theory of Historical 
12 

Materialism: A Popular Manual of Marxist Sociology. Here, 

Gramsci thought it necessary to drive a wedge between Marx 

and Enge Is and to argue th a t Bukhar in's Schoo 1 was more 
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faithful to Engel's interpretation than to Marx's 

intention. For example, Gramsci says: "the question of the 

relationship of homogeneity between the two founders of the 
13 

philosophy of praxis (Marx and Engels) shoulti be posed." 

It is suggested that the facts of early co-authorship and 

of Engels' later role as Marx's literary executor, may have 

provided the ingredients of a myth that proclaims that Marx 

and Engels had one intellectual life between them. Gramsci 

recognized that Engels' not altogether identical position 

may have been projected onto Marx. A cautionary note to 

this effect is contained in the statement that runs: "It 

has been forgotten that in the case of a very common 

expression (historical materialism) we should put the 

accent on the first term - 'historical' - and not on the 
14 

second which is of metaphysical origin." This can only 

really be construed as an indictment of the metaphysical 

materialism associated, in the first instance with Engels, 

especially as set out in An ti-Duhrung. It is the 

metaphysic associated secondly with Bukharin's School. 

Against this current, Gramsci develops his historicism, as 

a neglected aspect of Marx's thought. 

The second location for Gramsci's work of demolition was 

the text of Marx's Pref~ce to A Contribution to a Critique 

of Political Economy. According to the rather thoughtless 

explanation offered by the editors of the Prison Notebooks, 

the text in question looms large, because it was one of 

the few fragments of Marx available to Gramsci in his 
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imprisonment. Much more pertinently, however, in spite of 

the existence of similar pronouncements in T he German 

Ideology, the Preface includes the source of the base-

superstructure metaphor. It contains the famous passage to 

the effect tha t: " In the social production of the i r 

existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations 

which are independent of their will, namely relations of 

production appropriate to a given stage in the development 

of the material forces of production. The totality of 

these relations of production constitutes the economic 

structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises 

a legal and political su perstructure and to which 

correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The 

mode of production of material life conditions the general 

process of social, political and intellectual life. It is 

not the consciousness of men that determines their 

existence, but their social existence that determines their 

15 
consciousness." 

Gramsci obviously felt compelled to return repeatedly to 

this Preface because it was here that he encountered a 

major 0 bs tac le to his theore tical purpos e: wh ich was to 

dissolve (it was never a question of revision) and move 

beyond the restriction imposed by the deterministic formula 

presented there; without entering into contradiction with 

Marx himself. In a preliminary way it may be said that 

Gramsci's reading of the Preface was principally concerned 

to shift attention from the lines on the relationship 
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between base and superstructure, in the direction of 

another, methodologically, more important observation, in 

whose 1 igh t the apparently crushing finality of the 

deterministic construction is precisely qualified. For 

Gramsci, the rational kernel of the Preface is the 

instruction to those studying social revolution and its 

portents, which advises that: "it is always necessary to 

distinguish between the material transformation of the 

economic conditions of production, which can be determined 

with the precision of natural science and the legal, 

political, religious, artistic or philosophic in short, 

ideological forms in which men become conscious of this 
16 

conflict and fight it out." In effect, Gramsci suggests, 

with his usual delicacy, that when the material supports of 

Marx's early political optimism have evaporated it remains 

absolutely imperative to retain the methodological insight 

that the material conditions of social existence stand in 

contradiction with, and persist as a concrete indictment of~ 

the ideological forms in which that reality presents itself 

(in a variety of mediations) to consciousness. 

In the end, Gramsci's references backward to the metaphor 

signify the discontinuation of a line of thought. In the 

Althusserian terminology, they indicate a caesura, a break, 

a rupture, though the violence of this imagery conveys a 

misconception of Gramsci's style. It should be enough when 

considering Gramsci's relation to Marx to repeat after 

Adorno tha t: "the decisive differences between 

236 



17 
philosophers have always cons is ted in nuances" and to re-

emphasize that Gramsci's efforts were occasioned by another 

historical crisis. But the Althusserian language is more 

vivid. There should, in any case, be no doubt that the 

bas e - sup e r s t r u c t u rem 0 del is e x act 1 y wh a t G ram sci ref use d 

of Marxist thought. 

In fact, Gramsci repudiated that hackneyed metaphor not 

once but twice: he found it unconvincing as the essential 

truth of a theory of social structure and he rejected it 

because it excluded an historical perspective on the 

composition of social forces. As a theory of social 

structure, it was viewed as the mainspring of economistic 

thinking; it was a conception which condoned and encouraged 

neg lee t of the independen t ques tion of the genera tion and 

reproduction of what are referred to as the 'super-

structures.' As a theory of history, on the other hand, 

the base-superstructure cliche exists in a state of 

innocence. Correspondingly, there are two elements in 

Grams c i, two subs tit u t ions tha t make the old te rminology 

redundant. Firstly, there is the element recognized by the 

structuralist Marxists, the theme of the autonomy of the 

superstructures. Secondly, there is the theme of the 

'historical bloc,': the perception of 
18 

process, to acknowledge Raymond Williams. 

'the base' as 

The concept of 

hegemony incorporates both elements. More properly, since 

Gramsci offers something more comprehensive and something 

less precise than a concept, these elements in combination 
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comprise the analytic secret of Gramsci's theory of 

society: in which society is conceived as the realization 

of a hegemonic politics. 

Firstly. then. Gramsci reconceptualized social structure. 

Each of the 'superstructural' domains is defined in terms 

of a specific contradiction. It was this exactitude that 

became the (hidden) principle of the autonom y of the 

superstructures. The more important (at least. the less 

familiar,aJ'}d the more central·) innovation; or the 

clarification with most far reaching consequences was that 

made with respect to the concept of ideology. Chan tal 

Mouffe has argued this point. She says: "if Gramsci's 

hegemony were limited to political leadership it would only 

differ from Lenin's concept in that Gramsci does not 

restrict its use to the strategy of the proletariat, but 

19 
also applies it to the bourgeoisie." Instead of this, 

however, she says: "the Leninist conception of hegemony is 

doubly enriched: firstly its extension to the bourgeoisie 

and then the addition of a new and fundamental dimension 

(since it is through this that unity at the political level 

will be 

direction." 

realized), 
20 

that of intellectual and moral 

Gramsci demonstrates, says Chantal Mouffe, 

that if it is correct to interpret economic life as 

mediated by politics, it is equally correct to expect 

political life to be mediated by ideology. For a hegemonic 

politics the key question becomes: "how can one forge 

genuine ideological unity between different social groups 
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in such a way as to make them unite to a single politic.al 
21 

subject ?" 

Obviously, th e foregoing analysis is substantially 

incontestable. It still fails to do justice to Gramsci, 

however, insofar as it omits to acknowledge his successful 

differentiation between the levels of political and 

ideological analysis. In particular, there is no 

recognition that Gramsci designated the ideological in 

terms of the antinomy of consciousness and social being. 

Th is is the s i g n i f i can ceo f G ram sci's s h i f t 0 f foe us in 

reading Marx's Preface to A (;ontribution to a Critique of 

Political Economy. That text enunciates the principles in 

whose terms Gramsci's continuity and discontinuity with 

Marx must be understood; since just as firmly as the 

base-superstructural model is renounced, so, jus t as 

enthusiastically, is the necessary distinction between 

consciousness and social being embraced as a reliable point 

of departure. 

Not only does that contradiction between social being and 

consciousness provide for the specificity of the ideologi-

cal level of analysis, but the principle "that men acquire 

consciousness of structural conflicts on the lev,l of 
22 

ideologies" has an epistemological value, for Gramsci. 

This is a particularly important emphasis in the light of 

Habermas' damaging criticism that in Marx (and so in 

Marxism), the subjective dialectic, the dialectic of 
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consciousness is totally eclipsed by the dialectic of 

labour. In Habernas's judgment: "Marx dio not adopt an 

epistemological perspective in developing his conception of 

the history of the species as something that has to be 
23 

comprehended materialistically." Now although th is 

criticism is in a sense incontrovertible (in the sense that 

Marx insisted on an economically reductive mode of social 

analysis), yet Gramsci promises to rescue an epistemo-

logical rationale where Habermas finds a fundamental fault; 

and Gramsci is able to explain the possibility of cogent 

criticism of material conditions even in the absence of 

solid methodological (i.e. scientific) principles. 

The epis temolog ica 1 po i n t tha t Gramsc i wishes to make, is 

this: liThe starting point of any critical elaboration is 

the consciousness of what one really is ••••••••• as a 

product of the historical process to date which has 

deposited in you an infinity of traces without leaving an 
24 

inventory." It is a conception of the bas is of theory in 

the capacity to conceptualize the impositions of social 

existence and in an ability to penetrate and refuse ready-

made nostrums that naturalize and legitimize these 

exigencies of social being. Gramsci stresses the conting-

ency of intellectual development upon the need to abjure 

the general invitation to identify with received formulae 

in theory and practice; which simply endorse the persist-

ence of the merely existent. Gramsci warns in this 

connection: "Ideas and opinions are not spontaneously 
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"born" in each individual brain: they have had a centre of 

formation, of irradiation, of dissemination, of persuasion 

- a group of men, or a single individual even, which has 

developed them and presented them in the political form of 
25 

current reality." The individual therefore finds himself, 

characteristically, to begin wi th , pre-theoretically, 

possessed by ideas that misrepresent his own experience, 

subjugate and subvert his own interests and invest him with 

alien needs. The individual is posited in society as a 

being divided against himself. This is how Gramsci 

conceptualizes the condition of the empirical subject: "The 

active man-in-the-mass," he says "has a practical activity, 

but no clear theoretical consciousness of his practical 

activity, which nonetheless involves understanding the 

world insofar as it transforms it. His theoretical 

consciousness can indeed be historically in opposition to 

his activity. One might almost say that he has two 

theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory 

con sci 0 u 8 n e s 8 ): 0 n e wh i chi s imp li cit in his act i vi t y an d 

which in reality unites him with all his fellow-workers in 

the practical transformation of the real world; and one 

superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited 

from the past and uncritically absorbed. But this verbal 

conception is not without consequences. It holds together 

a specific social group, it influences moral conduct and 

the direction of will, with varying efficacy but often 

powerfully enough to produce a situation in which the 

contradictory state of consciousness does not permit of any 
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action, any decision or any choice, and produc~ a condition 
26 

of moral and political passivity." 

To some extent, undoubtedly, Chantal Mouffe captures the 

sociological meaning of Gramsci's position where she 

presents the hegemonic theory of ideology as envisioning a 

moral and intellectual contest for the minds of the people. 

But there is also in her interpretation an A1thusserian 

form of condescension which suggests that Gramsci offered 

only a half-baked notion, available only in a "practical 
27 

state." However, the Althusserian structuralist approach, 

which is concerned primarily to reconstitute the Marxist 

theory of the superstructures, actually misses the 

epistemological significance of Gramsci's intervention. It 

fails to do justice to Gramsci's claim that: "the political 

development of the concept of hegemony represents a great 

philosophical advance as well as a political-practical 
28 

one." Epistemologically, Gramsci poses the question of the 

formation of the subject of historical knowledge in 

conjunction with the substantive political question 

concerning the formation of the superstructures; and his 

theory of ideology thrives upon the simplicity of his 

articulation of these issues. For Gramsci, in fact, the 

philosophical 'problem of knowledge' and the sociological 

problem of the formation of superstructures are microscopic 

and macroscopic perspectives on the pervasive antinomy of 

consciousness and social being. 
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There are at least two major Gramscian contributions to the 

theory of ideology. Firstly, the neglected point that: 

"the choice and the criticism of a conception of the world 
29 

is also a political matter." This emphasis pre-figures the 

most avant-garde standpoint for which all discursive events 

are embroiled in a politics of signification, in which 
30 

every communicative act is a signifying practice. 

Secondly, there is the complementary point tha t: 

"philosophical activity is not to be conceived solely as 

the "individual" elaboration of systematically coherent 

concepts, but also and above all as a cultural battle to 
31 

transform the popular "mentality."" Which .i! a second 

factor. The Gramscian theory of ideology makes these two 

points simultaneously: that criticism must explore the 

question of the transformation of consciousness and of the 

reorganiza tion of social s truc ture, and mus t acknowledge 

that there are two variables in any study of ideological 

forms. 

Gramsci's theory of social structure proceeds with a 

similar analytic clarity on the political plane. The re , 

the base-superstructure relation is replaced by the 

antinomy of state and civil society. Even here, Gramsci 

proceeds circumspectly, however, as though constantly 

measuring the distance between his own speculation and 

Marx's position. To begin with, Gramsci insists that the 

distinction between state and civil society is 

methodological, not real: "in actual reality civil society 
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32 
and s ta te are one and the same. 1I But with th is 

precautionary note Gramsci once again renounces the base-

superstructure model. Wit h t his dis cIa i mer , too , wh i c h 

quietly denounces ontological thinking, Gramsci separates 

himself from the neo-Gramscians Poulantzas and Althusser, 

whose determination 
33 

to redeem the base-superstructure 

model has been appositely described by 
34 

Laclau as 

elaboration of a IImetaphysic of instances. 1I Alternatively, 

perhaps, they are trapped in an ontology of levels. 

Although he does not unreservedly reinstate what he calls 

the power-bloc/people (i. e • the state/civil society) 

couple in his own work, but attempts to subordinate it to 

class relations, Laclau is closer to Gramsci than Althusser 

or Poulantzas. Al though, 

underestimates the state civil 

finally, 

society 

Laclau, 

distinction 
35 

too, 

and 

ontologizes the social relations of production; still he 

grapples with the central principle of Gramsci's theory of 

politics when he condemns orthodox Marxism for its 

uncritical, automatic class reductionism in political 

analysis. Says Laclau: "Traditionally, among the various 

paradigms which we have characterized the kind of Marxism 

with which we are concerned, there is one which is the 

source of them all: class reductionism. Contradictions are 

seen in a hierarchical system that can be directly or 

indirectly reduced to a class contradiction. Any elemen t 

or contradiction at the political and ioeological level is 
36 

therefore, a class appurtenance." The problem is 
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engendered by the, in one sense, authentically Marxist 

tendency to regard the apparent contradiction between state 

and civil society as a projection and distortion of the 

more fundamental conflicts intrinsic to civil society 

itself, i.e. of class conflict. As La cIa u poi n t sou t , 

however, class reductionism makes ideological analysis 
37 

redundant by conceiving of ideologies as class "essences." 

By way of clarification, there is Laclau's argument that: 

"It is precisely because "the people" can never be totally 

absorbed by any class discourse, because there is always a 

certain openness in the ideological domain, whose 

structuring is never complete, that the class struggle can 

also occur as ideological struggle. To suppose, on the 

contrary, that class ideologies constitute a closed and 

perfectly consistent bloc is to reduce the conflict between 

them to a purely mechanical clash which could hardly be 

characterized as ideological struggle." To deny the 

d ia lec t ic be tween ' the people' and class es wou ld be, th en, 
38 

to deny the ideological class struggle." 

Laclau assimilates the primary amendment of Gramsci's 

political theory by incorporating a 'power bloc/people' 

distinction. Recen tl Y , th is th eore tical innova t ion has 

been emphasized in an effort to understand the phenomenon 

of Thatcherism. Stuart Hall says, for example, of 

Th a tche r ism: "I ts rad ica 1 ism connec ts wi th rad ica l-po pular 

sentiments, but it effectively turns them round, absorbs 

and neutralizes their popular thrust, and creates, in the 
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39 
place of a popular rupture, a populist unity." Its 

national-popular ethic operates like this, Hall Ruggests: 

" Wh e n ina c r i sis the t r a d i t ion a I ali P, n men t s are dis r u pte d , 

it is possible. on the very ground of this break, to 

construct the people into a populist political subject: 

with, not against the power bloc, in alliance with new 

political forces in a great national crusade to 'make 
40 

Britain "Great" once more." Hall also echoes Laclau in 

attributing the success of Thatcherism to the refusal of 

the Labour Party to develop and practice a hegemonic 

politics: when he accuses the Labour Party of sectarianism 
41 

or class reductionism in its political strategy. 

There is more, however, to Gramsci's critique of the 

orthodox Marxism of his day than opposition to class 

reductionism. Grams c i was eq uall y concerned to cor re c t a 

simplistic one-dimensional concept of the State. Becaus e , 

as surely as the base-superstructure model involved class 

red u c t ion ism; jus t as in e v ita b 1 y , i t con don e d wh a t has 

become known as statism. For Gramsci, the main corollary 

of th is fallacy was an excl us i ve re liance on violence and 

confrontation in political strategy. For this politics the 

ultimate practical goal was the coup d'etat. 'The mi.litary 

model,' in Gramsci's estimation, had become a "pernicious 
42 

prejudice." It had become necessary, he argued, to 

conceive of the state, dialectically, as an amalgam of 

coercion and consensus. He f e 1 t 0 b Ii g edt 0 rev is e c e r t a in 

"determinations of the concept of the state, which is 
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usually understood as political society (or dictatorship; 

or coercive apparatus to bring the mass of the people into 

conformity with the specific type of production and the 

specific economy at a given moment) and no t as an 

equilibrium between political society and civil society {or 

hegemony of a social group over the entire national society 

exercised through the so-~alled private organizations, like 
43 

the Church, the trade unions, the schools, etc." In another 

similar formulation, Gramsci remarks: "The methodological 

criterion on which our own study must be based is the 

following: that the supremacy of a social group manifests 

itself in two ways, as 'domination' and as 'intellectual 

and moral leadership.' A social group dominates 

ant ago n i s tic g r 0 ups, wh i chi t ten d s to' 1 i qui d ate " 0 r to 

subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads kindred and 
44 

allied groups." Politics are not confined to the formal 

political arena e.g. to parliamentary debate, nor are they 

promo ted ou ts ide th e cham be rs 0 f governmen t only by brute 

force. Mainly, in fact, in conditions short of war, 

political strategy and objectives are mediated by ideology. 

As Gramsci puts it: "it is precisely in civil society that 
45 

intellectuals operate." 

James Curran redeploys Gramsci's insight into the role of 

the intellectuals when he writes: "The modern mass media in 

Britain now perform many of the integrative functions of 

the Church in the middle ages •••••••• The mass media have 

now assumed the role of the Church, in a more secular age, 
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of interpreting and making sense of the world to the mass 

public. Like their priestly predecessors, professional 

communicators amplify systems of representation tha t 

legitimize the social system •••••• The new priesthood of 

the modern media has supplanted the old as the principal 

ideological 

46 
system." 

agents building consent for the social 

Up to this point, Gramsci's deconstruction of the base-

superstructure model has been traced along only one axis: 

in structuralist terms, discussion has been confined to the 

synchronic dimension. Bu t Grams eire pud ia ted tha t formul a 

not 0 n 1 y a s a s imp lis tic the 0 r y 0 f soc i a 1 s t rue t u r e • He 

also, and more emphatically, rejected it because it made no 

sense in the context of his historical investigations. And 

so Gr ams c i ' s farewell to the economis t ic model takes the 

form of his pronouncement that: "Struc tures and supe r-
47 . 

structures form an 'historical bloc'." In a formulation 

whose critical edge is typically camouflaged, Gramsci 

contends that society denotes an ensemble of practices: so 

that any state of equilibrium however deep-rooted, is 

ultimately the resultant of a conjunctural play of 

political forces. In Gramsci's analysis, the 'historical 

bloc' defines society primarily as a political phenomenon 

in which moral t economic and cultural practices reproduce 

or transform communal conditions and means of existence. 

The importance of the 'historical bloc', the advisability 

of conceiving of social relations as a complex of political 
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determinations, is reluctantly, perhaps, completely 

i n v 0 I un tar i I Y con c e d e d by Al t h us s e r in the e s say , " Ide 0 log y 

and Ideological State Apparatuses," when he begins by 

arguing the priority of the question of social reproduction 
48 

over the question of production. 

According to the Editors of the Prison Notebooks: "Gramsci 

did not s u c c e e din fin din gas imp 1 e, wh 0 11 y sat is f act 0 r y 
49 

conception of 'civil society' or the 'state.'" No doubt 

this was because, for Grams c i , these concepts were 

worthless except when they were operationalized; when they 

would look different in different circumstances, where 

their content would vary. What Gramsci did achieve, 

however, is well illustrated by a glance backward to the 

restriction imposed upon social criticism by the 

'base-superstructure' metaphor. The real danger lay, for 

Gramsci, in the possibility that such a crude figure could 

gain sufficient credibility to become a reference point for 

political action. As a corrective to political malpractice 

attendant upon economistic thought, Gramsci specified the 

principles tha t accounted for the distinctiveness of 

political and ideological analysis of social phenomena. He 

recommended that due attention should be paid to the 

contradictions of social being and consciousness and of 

s ta te and civil society. The 'base-superstructure' 

me ta pho r employed by or thodox Ma rxis ts was as s oc ia ted in 

Gramsci's mind with unfortunate political strategies and 

attitudes. It engendered apathy and fatalism hy placing an 
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excessive emphasis upon automatic economic transformations. 

It fostered militarism by conceiving of the state as 

repression and domination. It condoned sectarianism by 

t r a d e un ion san d W 0 r kin g cia ssp art i e s wh ere i t con s t rue d 

the class divisions of capitalist society as ontological 

facts. 

Instead of these prevalent forms of misconception and 

malpractice, Gramsci proposes his hegemonic theory as an 

alternative reference point for political practice. Above 

all the new politics is required to take account of the 

role of mediation 

functionaries and 

performed by 

institutional 

ideology 

networks) 

(and 

in 

its 

the 

construction and maintenance of political consensus. This 

is the factor that makes Gramsci's work relevant in the 

study of mass communications. Enveloped and almost lost in 

this emphasis on the ' re1ative autonomyl of ideological 

practices, there is also an epistemological revision that 

defines self-knowledge as a process of emancipation from 

the pervasive webs of misrepresentation. Which means that 

for Gramsci criticism is a political activity that begins 

in the realms of ideology where men and women enter the 

symbolic universe. Entirely consistent with this double 

emphasis which construes Ideology as the Transcendental 

Subject that constitutes a 

construes the critique of 

political 

ideology 

consensus 

as the 

and which 

subversive 

activity of the oppressed empirical subject; entirely 

consistent with this double emphasis, on a substantive 
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level, there is Gramsci's estimation of the importance of 

the intellectual strata. He stresses the practical 

importance of the intellectuals in the formation of a 

political universe and in the preparation of conditions of 

change. In the context of Italian politics, he put great 

store by the fact that: "there is a great gap between the 

popular masses and the intellectual groups, even the 

largest ones, and those nearest to the peripheries of 
50 

national life, like priests and school teachers." It was 

in that space that Gramsci envisaged the possibility of an 

alternative hegemony: one constructed by the working class. 

(Gramsci's perception of that space, however, certainly 

makes his work slightly anachronistic: it is indicative of 

the fact that he thought and wrote prior to the age of the 

mass media which have now occupied that vacuum). 

Gramsci's political theory was a Marxism without economic 

determinism. He offered the working class intellectual and 

moral control of social condi tions. He recommended 

s tra teg ic control th rough knowledge and not directly 

through physical possession of the means of production. 

His movement out of economism, in fact, originated in 

relinquishment of an obsessive concern wi th property 

(perhaps, ethically, in renunciation of commodity 

fetishism) and in a commensurate emphasis on the role of 

knowledge as th e bas is 0 f soc ia 1 power. With Gramsci, 

social transformation and the hegemony of the proletariat 

demand commitment to an arduous educative process. It 
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means release from delusion and preparation for 

participation in genuinely democratic forms of social life, 

as opposite sides of the same new coin. 

It is best to summarize Gramsci's position vis-a-vis the 

orthodox economistic position by beginning with his own 

statement: "Although it is certain that for the fundamental 

productive classes (Capitalist bourgeoisie and modern 

proletariat) the State is only conceivable as the concrete 

form of a specific economic world, of a specific system of 

production, this does not mean that the relationship of 

means to end can be easily determined or takes the form of 
51 

a simple schema, apparent at first sight." Here, Gramsci 

acknowledges the brute fact that the bourgeoisie and 

proletariat necessarily proceed in their mundane practices 

from the standpoint of economic-corporate interest. They 

are the blind instruments of a divisive but productive 

e conom ics • Nevertheless, Gramsci is adamant that 

realization of economic-corporate interest inevitably 

requires reflection on, modification of and, in some 

measure, transcendence of narrow economistic world-views. 

Gramsci draws attention to a dialectic whereby power 

originally concentrated in property becomes power 

inc reas i ng 1 y i nves ted in knowledge: he remarks on the 

manne r in wh ich economic-corpora te in te res ts have to be 

translated into mathematic-symbolic and ideological-

political sorts of knowledge capable of organizing nature 

and of articulating and mobilizing popular sentiment and 
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energy. Where hegemonic power is exercised, economism has 

been outgrown, and says Gramsci: "the dominant group is 

coordinated concretely with the general interests of the 

subordinate groups, and in the life of the state is 

conceived of as a continuous process of formation and 

superseding of unstable equilibria (on the judicial plane) 

between the interests of the fundamental group and those of 

the subordinate groups - equilibria in which the interests 

of the dominant group prevail, but only up to a certain 

point, i.e. stopping short of narrowly corporate economic 
52 

interest." 

Gramsci's Legacy 

Gramsci's theoretical legacy is though tfully, though 

obliquely, examined by Stuart Hall in his essay: "Cultural 
53 

Studies: two paradigms." What that essay does is to ponder 

a schism in the Gramscian camp between structuralists and 

cuI tural theoris ts. Hall sugges ts that the main weakness 

in each school is the result of an unnecessarily 

restrictive interpretation of Gramsci. Where structuralism 

has over-emphasized 'conditions,' the conjunctural 

dis pos i t ion 0 f forces; cuI tu ra 1 ism is unders tood to have 
54 

become bogged down in the dialectic of consciousness. A 

re-appraisal of Gramsci is recommended as a means of 
55 

finding "a way through this false polarization." 

Quite obviously, in one direction, difficulties emerge 

because Structuralist Marxism had conceded too much, 
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methodologically, to Structuralism before its encounter 

with Gramsci. Chantal Mouffe is not mistaken when she 

contends that structuralist linguistics, psychoanalysis anrl 

anthropology have contributed enormously to the study of 

mass communications and that they have enabled the theory 

of ideology to advance beyond the point that was reached by 

Gramsci. But the advance has not been unilinear and 

continuous. Structuralism also regresses behind Gramsci. 

In Hall's estimation: "The problem is that the manner in 

which this 'subject' of culture is conceptualized is of a 

transhistorical and 'universal' character: it addresses the 

subject-in-genera1, not historically-determinate social 

subjects •••••• Thus, it is incapable, so far, of moving its 

in-general propositions to the level of concrete historical 
56 

analysis." 

It is also reasonable to suggest that structuralist Marxism 

involves an intransigent resistance to Gramsci's 

historicism. Several connotations merit consideration. 

Nothing, to begin wi th, is more expressive of the 

Althusserian anti-historicism than its scientific 

pretension: its concern to validate the science of 

historical materialism. And, nothing, in turn, is more 

typically scientific than structuralism's tendency to 

hypostatize its categorical equipment: to posit its 

conceptual framework as real. So, in its scientific 

approach, in its disdain for the historical approach, 

structuralism translates its perception of a need to 
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differentiate ideological and political levels from an 

economic level of social reality, into a social ontology 

that recognizes three dis tinct levels of social practice. 

It transforms the base-superstructure model in to a 

three-tier system. 

Immediately, however, the structuralist recourse to 

ontology involves a debasement of the concept of practice. 

I tin e v ita b 1 y ad u 1 t era t e s G ram sci's a chi eve men t • On the 

political 

Gramscian 

level, 

theory 

where least 

of society, 

damage is done 

the contradiction 

to the 

between 

state and civil society is installed as the analytical 

mainstay of structuralist political science. It appears in 

this central position notably in Poulantzas and Lacla u , 

who are thus able to indulge in substantive analyses. Even 

here, however, it is evident that the concept of practice 

is cheapened by being confined to a reified domain: by 

virtue of the fact that politics are confined to one region 

of existence and reduced to an aspect of class relations. 

however, that the It is on the ideological level, 

intransigent anti-historicism of the A1 thusserian posi tion 

level the concept of has its worst effect. On that 

practice is entirely absent. There is no incorporation of 

the G r am sci a nco n c e p t wh i c h art i c u 1 ate s the po s sib i1 i t y 0 f 

ideological practice to the contradiction of social being 

and consciousness. In s tea d , in Al t h us s e r ' s un il ate r ali s t 

construction, the transcendental subject, Capital, 
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interpellates empirical subjects, constitutes them in its 

image, colonizes individual dispositions and energies and 

systematically obliterates the historicity of 
57 

things. 

There is in the Althusserian framework no dialectic of 

transcendental and empirical subjectivity. Ideology 

transcends contradiction. The transcendental subject, 

Capital, assumes the transhistorical significance of an 

ontological order. 

Failure, attributable to its positivistic blinkers, to 

comprehend the Gramscian theory of ideology leaves the 

Althusserian system unable to provide a theore tical 

explanation of the specificity or distinctiveness of 

ideological practices. Ins tead , s t ruc tu ral ism, on the 

epistemological level, proclaims the absolute heterogeneity 

of scientific and ideological forms of knowledge, and on 

the substantive-sociological level, it proclaims the 

heterogeneity of economic, political and ideological modes 

of 'practice.' In the end, in formal-polemical terms, the 

Althusserian discourse originates, at one point, in 

opposition to the historicism of Gramsci. This means that, 

formally, Althusser and his followers refuse Gramsci's 

reconceptualization of society as an ensemble of practices; 

as a political universe in its every aspect. Ironically, 

however, in the essay 'Ideology and Ideological State 

Apparatuses,' where he insists on the priority of the 

question of social reproduction i.e. of social practice in 

general over economic practice (production) in particular, 
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Althusser capitulates completely, if tacitly, to Gramsci. 

In effect, though it only appears there in a "practical 

state," inadequately theorized, Gramsci's theory of 

society, the hegemonic theory, eventually triumphs in the 

principal Althusserian contribution to the study of mass 

communications. 

Stuart Hall's reservations about culturalism and its 

tendency to become ensnared in a dialectic of consciousness 

are submitted mainly with Raymond Williams' contribution in 
58 

mind. And, no doubt, there is both a pluralist overtone in 

Williams' writings that apparently divorces politics from 

the contradictions of economic production altogether; and 

an inclination to conflate political and ideological 

dimensions of the conjunctural institutional structure and 

to designate the resulting amalgam as culture. To pu t it 

another way: there is some justification for alleging, as 

Stuart Hall does, that culturalism underestimates the 

importance of non-cultural, institutional constraints on 

social change, and envisages social history as a 'long 

revolution' that will or should eventually assimilate all 

sections of the population in a common culture. 

It is also worthwhile to argue, as Stuart Hall does, that 

Williams' culturalism may be regarded as responding to only 

one strand of Gramsci's hegemonic construction. 

Nevertheless, it must also be admitted that Raymond 

Williams incorporates the best of Gramsci. The affinity 
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between Williams and Gramsci may be defined as historicism, 

and it is most easily recognized in the vehemence with 

wh ich they repudiate the base-superstructure model of 

society. Williams' revulsion may be gauged from the three 

quotations where he maintains "that when we talk about 'the 
59 

base' we are talking of a process not a state;" when he 

adds th a t wha t 'the base' attempts to comprehend is 

"something much more complicated and contradictory than the 

developed metaphysical notion of 'the base' could possibly 
60 

allow us to realize;" and when he suggests that "we have to 

revalue 'the base' away from the notion of a fixed economic 

or technological abstraction, and towards the specific 

activities of men in real social and economic 

relationships, containing fundamental contradictions and 

variations and therefore always in a state of dynamic 
61 

process." In effect, Williams can be seen to have viewed 

society as an "historical bloc." 

Most importantly, however, Williams follows Gramsci, and 

acknowledges the theory of hegemony, in supplanting the 

base-superstructure conception with the antinomy of 

consciousness and social being: in making the dialectic of 

knowledge and experience the key epistemological and 

sociological relation. It is by virtue of his grasp of the 

importance of this antinomy of consciousness and social 

being that Raymond Williams has been able to promote a 

Marxist perspective on culture and a brisk, sociologically 

informed, materialist asthetic. The defining characteristic 
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of Williams' position is not, on reflection, his tendency 

to explain social history as a long revolution tha t 

progressively incorporates everyhody: the hallmark of his 

criticism is the ability to divulge and convey a sense of 

the duplicity of cultural forms, to reveal their capacity 

to misrepresent as well as to express and communicate 

experience, as it is currently organized. So he says in a 

characteristic tone: "I am saying then that in relation to 

the full range of human practice at anyone time, the 

dominant mode is a conscious selection and 

organization ••••••• ~ut there are always sources of real 
62 

hUman practice which it neglects or excludes." Which 

formulation reiterates his earlier focus upon dominant 

cultural forms as aspects of a 'selective tradition' which, 

as carefully as it protects, fosters and promulgates, 

actively discourages, rejects and dissipates, the common 

stock of experience in its representation and evaluation of 
63 

tha t exper ience. Raymond Williams belongs to a fairly 

select group of social critics who can explicate culture as 

both art and exploitation, as enlightenment and deception. 

And the theoretical basis of that perspective on culture is 

an intellectual response to external existential pressures. 

It is a practical theory that reacts against the heteronomy 

entailed in the antinomical relation of consciousness and 

social being, of knowledge and experience, as presently 

constituted and maintained. 
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CHAPTER THREE 



THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE CRITIQUE OF IDEOLOGY 

.. 
According to Jurgen Habermas, the need to establish the 

coherence of social theory in a methodologically sound 

notion of critique must be met without invoking Marx: 

"Marx did not develop this idea of the science of man. By 

1 
equating critique with natural science, he disavowed it." 

For Habermas, Marxism is synonymous with a materialist 

metaphysics that reduces social relations to economic 

relations. Marx is understood to have impeded 

clarification of the epistemological foundation of critique 

by confounding production and interaction: instrumental 
2 

action and communicative action. Habermas maintains that 

Marx looked· misguidedly to natural science for methodo-

logical inspiration. Inevi ta bly, the argumen t runs, Marx 

suppressed the epistemological/methodological questions 

vital to the possibility of social knowledge. The 

corollary of Marx's naturalistic inclination, Habermas 

concludes, is that in Capital, Marx concentrated 

exclusively upon the Objective Dialectic, which meant that 

he conceptualized social existence in the shape of an 

economistic framework governed by determinate laws of 

motion, without ever supposing that anything more than 

meticulous observation of the Objective Dialectic of 

History was required by way of method. 

In a strong counter-current. the emergence of ideology 
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critique is held to be unimaginable without Ma rx ' s 

superlative theoretical contribution. In this antithetical 

interpretation, the critique of Political e~onomy has, 

allegedly, completely outgrown the dependencies of the 

Feuerbachian period. Alfred Schmidt gets concisely to the 

crux of th is alternative case when he suggests tha t 

critique of political economy is the product of Marx's 

"second appropriation of Hegel, especially the Hegel of The 
3 

S-cience of Logic." Immediately, two implications of 

Schmidt'S observation deserve to be spelled out more fully, 

even in a preamble. Firstly, this construction makes the 

Grundris~e the key interpretative document, since it is in 

that text that the methodologically decisive dialogue with 

Hegel occurs. Secondly, this construction represents 

Marx's theory of society not as materialist dogma, not as 

an inflexible, presuppositional blindfold; but as the 

culminating success of a method of critique: which supplies 

the enigmatic formula that is required to resolve 

(theoretically) the antagonism at the heart of the 

practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie; namely, a poorly 

articulated but determinate conception of what society 

should be, or of how its productive forces should be 

deployed, i.e. a theory of society. 

The critique of P oli tical economy Is , in this 

interpretation, a methodological possibility attributable, 

1 nth e fir s tin s tan c e , to ani n ten s I fie a t Ion 0 f Ma r x ' s 

ambivalence to Hegel. Thus, on one Side, Marx's analyses 
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in the Grundrisse undoubtedly incorporate He ge 1 ' s 

antinominalisn. This antinominalism becomes a primary 

intellectual resource in his engagement with the political 

economists. That Is, Marx fully appreciated Hegel as the 

philosopher of the "concrete universal." Ma r x ass 1 mil ate d 

the 'historical secret' of The Science of Logic. On the 

other hand, Marx's ambivalence must not be understated: not 

only did Marx consider that Hegel had in his political 

philosophy misnamed the 'concrete universal;' but he also 

repudiated the essentialism of Hegel's logic. Which is to 

say that where Hegel recognized in the "concrete universal" 

(of Statehood in the guise of constitutional monarchy) a 

positive identity of essence and existence, concept and 

reality; 

mystified 

Ma r x d e p lor edt h e po stu 1 ate did en tit Y wh i c h 

the real (antagonistic) historical relation of 

theory and practice and enforced or condoned an enforced 

devaluation of the real. 

The Science of Logic as much as the Phenomenology of Spirit 

was rooted in a philosophy of history. In that respect, 

the Logic merely re-iterated the solution to the problem of 

nominalism submitted in the Phenomenology. Kant had 

remained profoundly equivocal about the possibility of 

phenomenal knowledge: he had reI inquished the "th ing-in

itself" that existed independently of consciousness and had 

res igned ph ilos oph y to knowledge of th e ca t egor i ca 1 

structure of cognition anrl what it coulrl relay and provide 

a nomenclature for. Hegel, for his part, conceived of 
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historical reality as a substantiation of the human spirit. 

The Science of Logic appraised all categorial systems not 

only as cognitive or theoretical frameworks, but also as so 

many instances in which the human essence, Reason, had been 

realized in the phenomenal world. 
4 

exploded the nominalist prejudice. 

In t his sen s e, He gel 

At the same time, however, Hegel's Science of Logic, like 

the Phenomenology, presupposed the completed formation of 

the historical. On the basis of that presupposition, Hegel 

chronicled the progress of Reason to Absolute Knowledge; by 

way of stages in which it had failed to actualize the 

Philosophic Idea, except partially and precariously. This 

presupposition of the closure of the Objective Dialectic in 

Abso lute Knowledge, neve r the less and des pi te its vigo rous 

antinominalism, brough t Hegel back into line with 

Transcendental Idealism. It accorded with the most 

extravagant claims of Kan tian epistemology which had 

previously proclaimed the absolute validity of the 

categorical frameworks of modern science. Hegel, 

especially as the Philosophy of Right makes clear in the 

case of the epistemological status of political science (by 

implication with regard to the status of political 

economy), val ida tea the emerging anthropological 

discourses. In short, Hegel's essentialism consisted in 

his acknowledgement that the categorial frameworks of 

modern political science encompassed and comprehensively 

rep res en ted the rea 1 i nth e 0 r y ; wh i 1 e the rea lex i s ted , 
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conversely, th 0 ugh equally unproblematically, as the 

concrete representative of the 'positive knowledge' 

possessed by political science. 

Marx's 'second appropriation of Hegel,' to return to the 

matter at hand, issues in a notion of critique that 

combines an antinominalist principle derived straight-

forwardly from He~el and an anti-essentialist principle 

that originates in opposition to Hegel. On the one hand, 

Marx inherits the Hegelian method that approaches the 

concrete particular available to cognition as the 

representative of an absent universal principle. On the 

o th er hand, Ma rx pronounces a nega t i ve judgmen t on th e 

universal: on the principle of intelligibility and 

criterion of value imposed by History on the material 

substratum of the world. Hegel's antinominalism is turned 

against him. The Universal comes under review, from the 

direction of the concrete particular; from which direction 

it signifies a process that organizes reality in accordance 

with an alien and indifferent principle. Am p 1 if yin g Ma r x 

in this regard, Adorno explains: "There is only one way for 

Hegelian logic to succinctly identify a universal and an 

undefined particular •••••••• and that is for logic •••••• 

not to deal with the particular as a particular at all. 

His logic deals only with particularity, which is already 
5 

conceptual." In other words, Hegel's essentialism 

systematically effaces an extra-conceptual, logically 

superfluous but potentially resistant material element In 



the concrete particular. Nod 0 u b t, He gel' s e sse n t i ali s m 

captured the movement of History, but it also endorsed that 

tyranny of the symbolic established and acivanced by the 

logic of a universal history. 

Wi th Marx, th eo r y demurs. Marx, continuously and 

energetically, repudiates the postulated identity of 

concept and reality affirmed by Hegel's philosophy of 

history. Adorno again encapsulates the intention of Marx's 

extensive argumentation against essentialism when he 

observes that ideology critique emerges in confrontation 

wit hid e n tit a ria nth ink in g, wh i c h rea c h e dan un pre c e den ted 

level of sophistication in Hegel. Expressing the anxiety 

embedded in the oppositional standpoint, Adorno submits: 

"Identity is the primal form of ideology. We relish it as 

adequacy to the thing it suppresses. •••••••• Ideo10gy's 

power of resistance to enlightenment is owed to its 

6 
complicity with identifying thought •••• " In this sense, 

critique strives to prise apart the logical universal and 

the concrete particular which in ideology become 

indistinguishable. And it is in this respect, as a 

monumental effort to give sociological significance to the 

obfuscations of political economy and to bring it into 

contradiction that the G!JH:t<1..!'Js.s_e may be regarded as the ~ 

fundamental text not only of the critique of political 

econo~y but also of the critique of ideology. 
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The Analytic of Political Economy 

In the Grundrisse, Marx appraises political economy not 

only as economic theory but 

practical philosophy of the 

also as a codification of the 

bourgeoisie. Occasionally, he 

appears to address purely theoretical matters, especially 

when he discusses what were topical issues, such as the 

causes of foreign exchange crises or the advisability of 

fiduciary note issue; but, in fact, Marx consistently 

regards the logical and the historical as inseparable 

cons iderations (his antinominalism), however much he 

insists upon their irreconcilability (his anti-

essentialism). His critique of political economy begins, 

in the Grundrisse, in a hermeneutic exercise that 

advertizes the ineptitude with which the relation of the 

universal and the particular is conceptualized by 

utilitarian economic theory. In the Grundrisse, where 

what may be usefully called his critique of the analytic of 

po lit ical economy has been unfor tuna te 1y suppres s ed, Marx 

s ubve r ts th e a rgumen ts of his opponen ts immanen tl y • 

Political economy is exposed as theoretically deficient 

( c om mit ted to a log i c 0 f m i s rep res e n tat ion), be for e the 

suggestion is made that the social practice it rationalizes 

is, and not coincidentally, contradictory. The enormOUS 

importance of the Grundrisse, therefore, consis ts in the 

f act t hat i teo n t a ins Ma r x ' B pre lim ina r y her men e uti cas 

well as a record of the theoretical linkages between that 

effort and the critique of the practical philosophy of the 

bourgeoisie that it made possible. 
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Unless the importance of Marx's antinominalism is 

appreciated his generalized polemic can seem pedantic, 

perhaps pointless. There can be no doubt, however, that 

this principle separated Marx from his contemporaries. 

Generically, the Grundrisse disparages "the sophistry of 

the bourgeois economists, who embellish capital by reducing 
7 

it in argument to pure exchange." Likewise, the various 

schools of thought are accused individually of nominalism. 

For example, of Ricardo, Marx says that he does not develop 

the contradictions of capital, "but rathers shifts them off 

by considering the value in exchange as indifferent for the 
8 

formation of wealth." In other words, Ricardo evades 

rather than explores the possibility that theoretical 

difficulties surrounding the concept of value could imply 

practical problems generated in the social production of 

wealth. Ricardo, Marx maintains "regards exchange value as 
9 

merely formal." Similarly, in distancing himself from the 

French socialis ts grouped around Proudhon, Marx contends: 

"Wba t divides thes e gen tlemen from the bour geois apo log is ts 

is, on one side, their sensitivity to the contradictions 

included in the system; on the other, the utopian inability 

to grasp the necessary difference between the real and the 
10 

ideal form of bourgeois society." With regard to 

"bourgeois apologetics", Marx wrote: "According to this, 

all economic categories are only 90 many names for what is 

always the same relation, and this crude inability to grasp 

the real distinctions is then supposed to represent pure 
11 

common sense as such." 
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Marx's antinominalist position on money (for example, hut 

also in all key categories) signifies something quite 

un pre c e den ted, wh e nit i s con t r as ted wit h the po sit ion s 0 f 

tho sea g a ins t wh 0 m h e pol em i c i zed • For his part, Marx 

insisted that the monetary system han to be theorized not 

only as a calculus of pure exchange, but also as a network 

of real transactions. Conversion of commodities in to 

money, Marx argues, occurs in two dimensions: ideally, 

commodities are transformed into prices, they are inscribed 

in an abstract representative system; really, commodities 

are transformed universally into exchange values in 

specific social circumstances. Pure exchange follows 

strict logical rules; real exchange runs another course 

carried by specific forms of social practice. In Marx's 

own words: "If exchange values are ideally transformed into 

money by means of prices, in the act of exchange, in 

purchase and sale they are really transformed into money, 

exchanged for money, in order then to be again exchanged as 

money for a commod i ty. A particular exchange value mus t 

first be exchanged for exchange value in general before it 
12 

can then be in turn exchanged for particulars." 

Political economy, as nominalism, did not develop the 

difference between economic theory and economic reality. 

This does not mean that political economy made no claim to 

know the real. On the contrary, as essentialism, it 

proclaimed the epistemological impeccability of its 

categories: which is to say, that it purported to know 
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economic phenomena absolutely, even if it did not claim an 

exhaustive knowledge of reality, in general. Po lit i cal 

economy presupposed the correspondence of its theory of 

pure exchange and the reality of a market-based society. 

It grounded itself in an axiomatic core of postulated 

identities organized concentrically around a central 

assumption of the equivalence of production and 

consumption: e.g. supply and demand, commodity and money, 
13 

value and price, use-value and exchange-value, etc. Marx 

offered a compact account of that analytic of economic 

production in the following terms: "Production creates the 

objects which correspond to given needs; distribution 

divides them up according to social laws; exchange further 

parcels out the already divided shares in accord with 

individual needs; and finally in consumption, the product 

steps outside this social movement and becomes a direct 

object and servant of individual need and satisfies it in 

being consumed. Thus the product appears as the point of 

departure, consumption as the conclusion, distribution and 

exchange as the middle, which is however itself twofold, 

since distribution is determined by society and exchange by 

individuals. The person objectifies himself in production, 

the thing subjectivizes itself in the person; in 

distribution society mediates between production and 

consumption in the form of general, dominant deter~inants; 

In exchange the two are mediated 
14 

characteristics of the individual." 
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It is because he became embroiled in this framework that 

the Grundrisse may be said to contain Marx's critique of 

the analytic of political economy. The ultimate aim of 

Marx's criticism at that stage was to reveal the general 

theory of pure exchange and the theory of production (the 

minim;ll theory of society and theory of history, 

respectively, of political economy) as the products of a 

dubious mode of abstraction, rather than as grounded in 

apodeictic truths. So in the Grundrisse, Marx consistently 

argues that political economy employed a process of 

abstraction that systematically distorted and obfuscated 

its relation to economic conditions. The symmetry of the 

moments of economic activity that it eulogized, such as the 

postulated identity of production and consumption, Marx 

maintained, depended upon this dubious logic. Fo r example, 

Marx says: "To regard society as one single subject 

is. • • • •• to I 0 0 kat i t wr 0 n g 1 Y , s P e cuI a t i vel y • With a 

single subject, production 
15 

moments of a single act." 

and consumption appear as 

In general, it is argued, the 

abstract identities, the transparent categories, in which 

political economy finds its epistemological warranty, 

substitute for and exclude real economic processes and 

and circuits. 

From Ma rx' s antinominalist perspective there was no 

possibility that the analytic logic of political economy 

could in fact, dispense totally with either a theory of 

society or a theory of history. His arguments are 
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marshalled to exhibit the deficiencies of political economy 

in this area. He maintains that the process of abstraction 

employed by his adversaries to arrive, economically, at a 

conceptual fundament, serves to short-circuit enquiry into 

the con ere t e me d i a t ion s t h r 0 ugh wh i c h the e con 0 m y m 0 ve s • 

Th i s foe us up 0 n pro due t ion in g e n era I ( an '!. p rio r 1 s tic 

procedure), did not however acquit political economy, so 

Marx submitted, of its obligation to theorize an 

extra-logical factor. Nor could political economy 

altogether avoid adumbrating a general account of what it 

excluded. An d i tis up 0 nth is c h a r act e r i z a t ion 0 f rea I 

relations that Marx's analysis focusses, in order to 

explain the ideological import of the general theory of 

production. "The aim is" Ma r x wr i t e s , "to present 

production ••••• as encased in eternal natural laws 

independent of history, at which opportunity bourgeois 

relations are then quietly smuggled in as the inviolable 

natural laws on which society in the abstract is founded. 

This is the more or 
16 

proceed ing." From 

less 

first 

consc 10us pu rpos e 

principles, in 

of the whole 

other word s , 

political economy is accused of protecting its principal 

categories from historical qualification, by conferring 

upon them an ontological significance. The categories of 

political economy are held to represent, theoretically, the 

natural structure of production. 

Aga ins t the bac kd ro p 0 f the e te rnal ver i ties of economic 

production, political economy proceeds, more minutely 
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and concretely, where it must incline more in the direction 

of real conditions, to theorize the movement of the economy 

by concentrating exclusively upon exchange relations. For 

Marx, the significance of this preoccupation with the 

circuit of exchange and more particularly with the monetary 

s ys t em (which is the historically developed form 0 f 

exchange relations), consists in this: "that all inherent 

contradictions of bourgeois society appear extinguished in 
17 

monetary relations as conceived in a simple form." The 

theory of exchange is abstract precisely as the general 

theory of production is abstract: in that it excludes the 

historical or subsumes the historical under the natural, 

where it becomes unproblematic. To an abs trac t theory of 

social structure it adds an abstract theory of social 

behaviour. Thus, examining the lineaments of the theory of 

exchange, Marx notes that it has only three elements: "the 

subjects of the relation, the exchangers ••••• ; the objects 

of exchange, exchange values, equivalents ••••• ; and finally 
18 

the act of exchange itself." Each of these elements, the 

exegesis makes clear, postulates what is left out of 

account as nothing but an irreducibly natural factor. 

Considering the relation envisaged between exchanging 

individuals, Marx writes: "the subjects between whom this 

process goes on, are simply and only conceived of as 

exchangers •••••• Each of the subjec ts is an exchanger •••• 

As subjects of exchange, their relation 1s therefore that 

of equality. It is impossible to find any trace of 
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distinction, not to speak of contradiction between them; 
19 

not even a difference." The possibility of a difference 

occurring in exchange is explained away at this level in 

terms of the intrusion of natural circumstance. Sa ys Ma rx : 

" the m 0 s t t hat c 0 u 1 d hap pen wo u 1 d be a sub j e c t i vee r r 0 r in 

the reciprocal appraisal of values, and if one individual, 

saY,cheated the other, this could happen •••••• only because 

of natural cleverness, persuasiveness etc., in short only 

the purely individual superiority of one individual over 
20 

another. The difference would be one of natural origin." 

"Furthermore," Marx continues, "the commodities which they 
21 

exchange are, as exchange values, 'equiva1ent.'" What 

stands behind the availability of the commodities in the 

act of exchange, is posited as a natural difference between 

the exchange rs in the i r needs and in the i r capac i ty to 

produce. "Only the differences between their needs and 

between their production gives rise to exchange and to 

their social equation in exchange; these natural 

differences are therefore" Marx says "the precondition of 
22 

the i I' soc ia1 equal i ty in the ac t of exchange. II 'Again, 

disequilibrium, difference, need are relegated to an 

immutable pre-social, pre-historical level, and imputed to 

nature. 

Out sid e the act 0 f ex c han g e (t he soc i a 1 r e 1 a t ion wh 1 chis 

recognized as the truly economic one), there is only the 

non-economic which 1s known, as far as it needs to be 
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reckoned wi th, as the natural. Th is excluded fac tor: "is 

posited as a natural content distinct from the economic, a 

con ten tab 0 u t wh i chi t may be s aid ," Mar x add s "t hat i tis 

still entirely separated from the economic relation because 
23 

it still directly coincides with it." What this means is 

that the theory of exchange leaves nature out of account, 

because it purports to know that the natural effect will 

not distort the economic effect: political economy, in 

other words, claims to know the historical as the natural; 

and postulates the identity of its concept of nature with 

the reality of nature. It does not neglect the extra-

economic as an unknown variable, but as a familiar 
24 

invariant. 

So far, this first phase has presented a clear delimition 

of the re la t ion be tween the logical and the h is tor ica 1 

recognized by political economy. To this end, Marx 

explained: firstly, that in the general theory of 

production, the principle categories of economic logic were 

introduced and simultaneously proposed as exhaustively 

descriptive of the structure of economic cond i t ions; 

secondly, that in the theory of pure exchange, the 

structure of economic activity was delineated or abstracted 

from non-economic relations; and, thirdly, that the science 

of political economy invariably postulated the relation 

between economic logic and social action as passive, 

disinterested: as one governed by the natural limit of 

categorically determined understanding, on one side, and 
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by the natural environment, on the other. All of which 

amounts to this: that the first phase of Marx's critique 

concludes with the judgment that political economy depends 

crucially upon a naturalistic theory of society; or that it 

construes the relation of Man and Nature in the light of 

eternity, as transhistorical. 

Relations of Exchange and Conditions of Production 

Political economy, then, propounds a naturalistic theory of 

society. Says Ma rx : "The economis ts express th is as 

follows: J<:ach pursues his private interest and only his 

private interest; and thereby serves the private interests 

of all, the general interest, without willing or knowing 
25 

it. " The marke t, in countless separate transactions 

mediates the natural cycle of consumption and production. 

The symmetry of production and consumption underwrites the 

harmony of private and general interests. The second phase 

of Marx's critique involves a demonstration of the 

untenability of this naturalistic conception of society. 

To which end, Marx begins in characteristically 

antinominalist fashion by positing the categorial systellls 

of political economy, unreservedly, as real. ntey are 

evaluated as 'positive' forms of knowledge that operate 

with determinate effect throughout social space. 

The Chapter on Money in the Grundrisse revolves around this 

question: what does the ubiquity of the market, what does 

the universality of exchange relations, signify socially? 
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Which is the question that political economy raises only to 

mystify it: political economy admits that the system of 

universal exchange presupposes the existence of individual 

exchangers; but their existence is never regarded as 

problematic, the conditions of production never become 

matters requiring investigation. 

On th is important question, Marx complains, political 

economists offers only Robinsonades: they recognize the 

prevalence of individual production in conditions of free 

competition, but they do not understand this universal 

individual as "the product on one side of the dissolution 

of the feudal forms of society, on the other side of the 

new forces of production developed since the sixteenth 
26 

century." Ins tead the free individual who appears in the 

exchange relation is introduced: "As the Natural Individual 

appropriate to their notion of human nature, not arising 
27 

historically, but posited by nature." 

As was explained above. this natural individual was brougbt 

to market by a natural difference witb bis neigbbour: he 

had a different need and a different kind of surplus 

product to excbange. As Marx explains. at length, however, 

in the naturalistic construction: "it is forgotten, that 

the presupposition of exchange value, as the objective 

basis of the whole system of production, already in itself 

implies compulsion over tbe individual, since his immediate 

product is not a product for bim, but only becomes sucb 
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in the social process, and since it must take on this 

general but nevertheless external form; and tha t the 

individual has an existence only as a product of exchange 

value, hence tha t the wh ole n e P, a t ion 0 f his nat u r a 1 

existence is already implied; that he is therefore entirely 

determinerl by society; that this further presupposes a 

division of labour etc., in which the individual is already 

posited in relations other than that of mere exchanger, 

etc. That therefore this presupposition (the prevalence of 

exchange value and the monetary system) by no means arises 

either out of the individual's will or out of the immediate 

nature of the individual, but that it is , rather, 

historical and posits the individual as already determined 
28 

by society." 

Nor Marx argues does the indiv idualism attendant upon a , , 

developed system of exchange coincide with universal 

realization of a 'natural right' to personal freedom. Its 

arrival signifies not the end of heteronomy but a new kind 

of domination: "When we look at social relations which 

create an undeveloped system of exchange, of exchange 

values and of money, or Which correspond to an undeveloped 

degree of these, then it is clear from the outset that the 

individuals in such a society, although their relations 

appear to be more personal, enter into connection with one 

another only as individuals imprisoned within a certain 

definition, as feudal lord and vassal, landlord and serf, 

etc., or as member of a caste etc •••••• In the money 



relation, in the developed system of exchange (and this 

semblance seduces the democrats), the ties of personal 

dependence, of distinction of blood, education etc. are in 

fact exploded, ripped up •••••••• ; and individuals seem 

i n d e pen den t ( t his i san in d e pen den c e wh i chi sat hot tom 

merely an illusion, and it is more correctly called 

indifference), free to collide with one another and to 

engage in exchange wi th in th is freedom; but they appea r 

t h us 0 n 1 y for s 0 me 0 n e wh 0 a b s t r act s fro m the con d i t ion s , 

the conditions of existence within which these individuals 

enter into contact (and these conditions, in turn, are 

independent of the individuals and, although created by 

society, appear as if they were natural conditions, not 

controllable by individuals). The definedness of 

individuals, which in the former case appears as a personal 

restriction of the individual by another t appears in the 

latter case as developed into an objective restriction of 

the individual by relations 
29 

sufficient unto themselves." 

independent of 

To abbrevia te this 

him and 

argument, 

the difference between dependency relations of an older 

historical type, and those signified by the predominance of 

e xcha nge re la t ions cons is ts in th is: 0 b jec ti ve cond i t ions 

presently dominate "in such a way that individuals are now 

ruled by abstractions, whereas earlier they depended on one 
30 

another." 

The second sine qua nOR of exchange recognized by political 

economy is the ~availability of objects of exchange 
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as equivalents. The unexplicated presupposition, in this 

cas e, a c cor din g to Ma r x, is the g en era liz e d pro d u c t ion 0 f 

exchange-value: the socially determined need to produce, 

rather than anything in particular, an abstract form of 

value, the commodity exchangeable for money. The key 

factor, as Marx explains, is the production of exchange 

value: "by means of which alone each individual's own 

activity or his product becomes an activity and a product 

for him; he must produce a general product exchange 

value, or, the latter isolated for itself and individual-

i zed, money. On the other side, the power which each 

individual exercises over the activity of others or over 

social wealth exists in him as the owner of exchange 

values, of money. The individual carries his social power, 
31 

as well as his bond with society, in his pocket." What 

does this imply when it is posited as an historical fact ? 

Marx answers as follows: "The very necessity for first 

transforming individual products or activities into 

exchange value into money, so that they obtain and 

demonstrate their social power in this objective form, 

proves two things: (1) That individuals now produce only 

for society and in society (2) •••• Indtviduals are subsumed 

under social production; social production exists outside 

them as their fate; but social production is not subsumed 

under individuals, manageable by them as their common 

wealth. There can therefore be nothing more erroneous and 

absurd than to postulate the control by the united individ-

uals of their total production, on the basis of 
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exchange-value, of money." 

To answer the general question concerning the significance 

of the universality of the exchange act it is enough to 

recapitulate. Firstly, for individuals, it was shown to 

imply subordination to abstract relations which govern 

production; which in turn implied a form of individualism 

rooted in a rational social order rather than in a natural 

community. This individualism was seen not to correlate to 

the realization of natural freedom but to be constrained by 

and condemned to find expression through its social 

experience of the need to produce exchange value, money. 

With regard to the object of exchange, universal exchange 

was bracketed with the predominance of the commodity-form: 

with production of goods realizable as exchange value; 

which was understood to presuppose the supersession of a 

natural economy organized for the production of simple 

use-values, intended for immediate consumption. On both 

the subjective and objective sides of the relation, Marx 

exp1 ai ned how the iden t i ty of prod uc tion and cons ump t ion 

that might be imagined in the context of a natural economy, 

had been irreparably restructured and was now mediated by 

th e soc ia1 proces s 0 f exchange rea 1 i ?oed in the mone tar y 

system. In other words, Marx demonstrated that the 

universality of the exchange ac t presupposed the 

dissolution of a natural economy. 

By positing the theory of exchange as a concrete universal, 
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Marx was able to reveal the central theoretical 

contradiction of bourgeois economics: tha t wh i Ie it 

postulated a natural relation between the logical and the 

historical, its cogency as positive knowledge depended 

upon its capacity to ensure domination of nature and to 

effect subordination of all natural relations to social 

control. It is important to recognize this as a 

theoretical problem to appreciate that the limit of 

political economy's rationality was located here by Marx. 

A reluctance or refusal to perceive itself as a 'positive 

knowledge', to admit that the categories it reflected upon 

were posited and institutionalized as social structure, as 

a mode of production, hampered political economy as social 

theory. It preferred to present itself as the product of a 

disinterested reflection upon economic life, rather than as 

a theoretical activity intent upon rationalizing the 

production of exchange-value in society. Bourgeois thought 

was essentially schizophrenic in Marx's judgment: it had an 

equal interest in grasping the economics of exchange value, 

theoretically, and in disavowing or misrecognizing its 

practical contribution to the construction of a barbaric 
33 

system of production. 

The Critique of the Dialectic of Political Economy 

Martin Nicolaus is correct when he maintains that to read 
~ 

the Grundrisse is to encounter Marx's materialist dialectic 

in the form of a complex of mediations; mediations not 
34 

explored by political economy. Here, the 'dialectic' 
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denotes Marx's mode of argumentation. Thus in his critique 

of the analytic of political economy (its explicit logic 

and ontology), Marx can be said to have counterposed a 

dialectical logic, characterized hy its hostility to 

essentialism and nominalism. Another use of the term is 

involved, however, when it is suggested that the Grundrisse 

also contains a critique of the Dialectic of political 

economy. In t his cas e , the D i ale c tic is t hat wh i c h 

permeates political economy as an amorphous, inexhaustible, 

unexplicated, (ultimately non-theoretical) presupposition. 

The Dialectic of political economy, in this sense, denotes 

the structure of economic existence, in general, which has 

the status, in Kantian terminology, of the "unconditioned": 

as such, this highest principle of political economy 

designates, simultaneously, an unattainable knowledge, and 

an immutable configuration of things. Ma r x ' s c r i t i que, in 

th is mo re advanced theore t ica 1 stage, en ta i led extens i ve 

excavation among the premisses of political economy to 

explicate this Dialectic as gesturing indecisively but 

unmistakably towards the property relations and the laws of 

production of capitalism. 

In the second phase of his enquiry, Marx does not set aside 

the result of his critique of the analytic of political 

economy; he extrapolates from that result. In the Chapter 

on Capital in the Grundrisse, Marx does not proceed in a 

new direction; he advances more deliberately upon the 
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que s t ion wh i c h the log i can don t 0 log y 0 f pol i tic ale con 0 m y 

obfuscate, namely: the mystery of the real presupposition 

a nrl precondition, the real logic and structure of 

capitalism. The purpose underlying this second phase of 

Marx's enquiry in which he ransacked the texts of political 

economy, was to discover a secret logic inscribed in the 

structure of modern economic thought and activity. Ma rx, 

then, equipped himself in the Grundrisse, in a meticulous 

investigation of the texts, with a knowledge of this logic 

(a logic that he did not invent but which he made visible). 

And so he prepared to rewrite the history of social 

relations. The objective relation between that logic and 

that history are delineated in Capital Vol. I. 

Even at its most enlightened, Marx argued, even where from 

Adam Smith onward, it brought before consciousness a view 

of the economy in which labour was the source of value and 

capital its ruling principle; even here, political economy 

neve r conce i ved of its cen t ra 1 ca tegor ies 0 ther than as 

simple representations of natural phenomena. Setting the 

tone, Marx submitted, Adam Smith defined capital as 

accumulated labour; and although this definition was not 

entirely wide of the mark, it still supposed that capital 

had always arisen spontaneously as a natural by-product of 

human labour. "According to this," says Marx "Capital 

would have existed in all forms of society and is something 
35 

altogether unhistorical." Ricardo subscribed to the same 

fall a c y: " Wi t h him" Ma r x dec 1 are d " wag e 1 abo u r an d cap ita 1 
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are again conceived as a natural, not as a historically 

specific social form for the creation of wea 1 th as 

use-value; i.e. their form as such, precisely because it is 

natural is irrelevant ••••• th us II Marx continued lithe 

specific character of bourgeois wealth is not grasped •••• 

and thus although exchange value is the point of departure, 

the specific forms of exchange themselves play no role at 
36 

all in his economics." 

Faced with the impenetrable silence of his adversaries 

concerning the specificity of the contemporary structure of 

production, Marx felt compelled to re-open the basic 

question, the significance of exchange, or to probe 

political economy for an answer to the riddle of the almost 

emblematic significance of exchange relations in bourgeois 

theory and social practice. Thus, to begin with, Marx 

deduced the variability or instability of the relationship 

of exchange and production. He held that the predominance 

of exchange over production, properly, the priority of 

production for exchange over production for immediate 

cons ump t ion, impl ied a s peci f ic conca tena t ion of c i rc um-

stances. In abstract terms, it proposed, Marx argued: 

.. th e production 
37 

of a constantly widening sphere of 

circulation." This followed f rom the fact that the whole 

purpose of production for exchange was realization of 

surplus value. It signified production driven forward by a 

compulsion to maximize this realization. It the re fore 

traced an expansionary trajectory. In concrete terms, the 
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priority of production for exchange implied, a relentless 

drive towards the creation of a world market. "The tendency 

to create the world market is directly given in the concept 

of capital itself. Every limit appears as a barrier to be 

overcome. Initially, to subjugate every moment of prod-

uction itself to exchange and to suspend the production of 

direct use-values not entering into exchange i.e. precisely 

to posit production based on capital in place of earlier 

modes of production, which appear primitive from its 

standpoint. Commerce no longer appears here as a function 

taking place between independent producers for the exchange 

of their excess, but rather as an essentially all-embracing 
38 

presupposition and moment of production itself." 

The predominance of exchange, Marx Maintained, connoted the 

subordination of production organized for immediate 

gratification: it betokened the abrogation of natural 

relations of production and consumption. In other words, 

the predominance of exchange relations implied a 

progression, a transcendence, a process of transformation, 

culminating in a developed market; it alluded grudgingly, 

cryptically, but unavoidably to the history of labour and 

economic relations. In these terms, a developed system of 

exchange demanded a kind of explana tion as yet unforth-

coming. Moving to answer this demand, Marx surmised that 

interruption of a self-sufficient cycle of production and 

cons ump t ion would requ ire the in trus ion of an ex t raneous 

factor: so that while a surplus product could arise 
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spontaneously, translation of that surplus product into 

e x c han g e val u e co u 1 don 1 y 0 c cur a d v e n tit i 0 u sly , wh ere a n 

external demand made that translation possible. Sa ys Ma rx : 

"the first exchange appears as exchange of the superfluous 

only, and it does not seize hold of and determine the whole 
39 

of production: that is, trade appears initially at the 
40 

margin of communities." Also, "the impulse for the 

activity of positing exchange values comes from outside .and 
41 

not from the inner structure of (its) production." Equally, 

ongoing trade requires that "the surplus of production must 

no longer be something accidental, occasionally present, 

but must be constantly repeated; and in this way domestic 

production itself takes on a tendency towards circulation; 
42 

towards the positing of exchange values." 

Shifting as it were from the subjunctive to the affirmative 

mood, anticipating the historical transcription effected in 

Capital Vol. I, Marx explains how this logic implicit in 

the theory of political economy operated historically. He 

says: "In England, for example, the import of Netherlands 

commodities in the sixteenth century gave to the surplus 

wool which England had to provide in exchange, an essential 

decisive role ••••• Thus, here was a circulation which 

presupposed a production in which only the overflow was 

created as exchange-value, but it turned into a production 

which took place only in connection with circulation, a 

production which posited exchange values as its exclusive 
43 

content." 
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Political economy, Marx argues, mistakes the relationship 

between production and exchange for a natural one. It is 

oblivious, perhaps blissfully ignorant, of the fact that 

the relation of all the economic categories essential to 

modern production art:! historically unique. The unique 

categorical constellation whose combined objectification 

realizes the structure of production, is mistaken by 

pol i tic ale can 0 m y for an 0 v e r wh elm i n g nat u r a 1 fa ct. Th e 

structure of production stands behind and authorizes the 

system of exchange, but it is not comprehended 

historically. The structure of production assumes the 

status of the Dialectic of political economy, in the sense 

described: because it is the indisputable real precondition 

and the indispensable presupposition of the economics of 

generalized exchange; and because, at the same time, it .is 

theoretically amorphous. Marx's critique, on this level, 

is the outcome of his resolve to bring the unique 

categorical structure of modern production within the scope 

of theoretical understanding. 

Marx intended to proclaim the historicity of all economic 

categories and categorial relations. In particular, to cut 

a swathe through extensive, meticulous argument, Marx was 

concerned to demonstrate that the categories of capital and 

1 a bou r we re the mos t fundamen ta 1, and tha t the rel a t ion 

they de fIned was the mos t problema t Ie pos i ted In mode rn 

production. Firstly, he argued that these categories and 

that relation were fundamental. For example, he says: "the 
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simple forms of exchange value and of money latently 
44 

contain the opposition between labour and capital." 

Similarly, he insists: "It is the elementary precondition 

of bourgeois society that labour should directly produce 

exchange value, i.e. money ••••• Wage labour on one side, 

capital on the other, are therefore only other forms of 
45 

developed exchange value and of money." Moreover, he adds, 

where exchange value does not arise on the basis of wage 

labour, but as in sixteenth century Spa in, appears 

adventitiously, impoverishment and economic ruin ensue; 

such wealth is attracted to and absorbed by economies 

organized systematically for the production of exchange 

value. Again, in explanation, Marx says: "It is inherent 

in the simple character of money itself that it can exist 

as a developed moment 
46 

of production only where and when 

wage-labour exists." Where a universal system of exchange 

has evolved, Marx continues: "Money must be the direct 

object, aim, and product of general labour, the labour of 

all individuals. La bour mus t di rec tly produce exchange 

47 
It must therefore be wage-labour." value i.e. money. 

In a market economy, labour becomes abstract labour. It 
48 

produces the generalized form of wealth. "When labour is 

wage-labour, " according to Marx, "and its direct aim is 

money, then general weal th is posited as its aim and 
49 

object. " With equal necessity, the product of labour 

appears as a commodity, intended for and realizable in 

exchange, as money. Says Marx: "All commodities are only 



transitory money; money is the permanent commodity. Money 

is the omnipresent commodity; the commodity is only local 
50 

money." What this signifies is that labour-power and the 

pro d u c t 0 f lab 0 U r - lab 0 u r, sub .1 e c t i vel y and 0 b .1 e c t i vel y-

bears the stigmata of capital. Beh i nd 

harmonies of exchange, ~arx means to emphasize, there skulks 

a profoundly asymmetrical relation in which capital posit"l 
51 

labour and its object as expressions of exchange value. 

At a most general level, Marx, in characteristically 

antinominalist fashion, affirms the reality of the category 

of capital: that category which for him designates an 

historical mode of production. Thus he says, in what 

resemble prefatory remarks: "Before we go any further, just 

one remark. Capital in general, as distinct from the 

particular capitals, does indeed appear (1) only as an 

abstraction; not an arbitrary abstraction, but an 

abstraction which grasps the specific characteristics which 

distinguish capital from all other forms of wealth or 

modes in which (social) production develops ••••• ; however, 

capital in general, as distinct from the particular real 

capitals, is itself a real existence. This is reco~nized 

" S2 
by ordinary economics even if it is not understood. Here, 

Marx clearly expresses his conviction that distillation of 

the logic of positive forms of knowledge is at the same 

time illumination of the bases of social practice. He 

explains that, logically, abstraction should sharpen 

awareness of significant, categorial differences, 80 that, 
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substantively, theory can cut through a we 1 te r of 

insignificant differences to concentrate upon a common 

ruling principle, a structural fundament, so that it can 

supply the proper nomenclature for historical forces. 

In this sense, immersion in the texts of political economy, 

reflection on that theory, has, as its main purpose, a 

sorting out of the several analytic concepts of that 
53 

discipline into a definite hierarchy of categories. 

Accordingly, Marx sketches the logic of nineteenth century 

economics in terms of a specific, unprecedented 

configuration and he works out a categorial system of 

stratification. Marx grasps the economic thought of the 

age as a novel form and as alluding to the emergence of a 

new and different economic order. Consequently, he 

approaches the economy, socio-economic existence, as a 

material substratum governed by the logic of a positive 

knowledge, for wh ich po 1i tical economy ac ted as trus tee. 

So, the forces of pro.duc tion are unders tood to be ro ped 

together by a categorical imperative, and the structure of 

production, the concrete representative of that imperative, 

is understood to have dominated contemporary existence. 

However, although the historical structure of the relations 

of production have the force of a necessity for the forces 

of production, this structure does not represent an 

absolute necessity; it represents for Ma r x 's p r act t cal 

ph i10sophy, a 'vanishing' precondition of social 
54 

production. 



Capital appears at the apex of the categorial pyramid 

discovered by Marx. It is recognized as the ruling 

principle of an economic system completely given over to 

the production of exchange value. Capital mediates between 

production and consumption, it mediates between production 

and exchange; in fact, it connects, animates and posits all 

other categories as simpler aspects and representatives of 
55 

itself. In reality, Capital is the self-sufficient and 

self-identical subject of the process of production 

organized expressly to maximize exchange-value. It 

universalizes the commodity form, and it maximizes 

realization of exchange value in circulation. It strives 

obsessively to augment its value, which is to say: its 

purpose is profit. In almost mystical terms, almost in the 

form of an incantation, Marx defines the ultimate economic 

category thus: "Capital is now posited as the unity of 

production and circulation; and the surplus value it 

creates in a given period of time •••• Capital is now 

realized not only as value which reproduces itself and is 

hence perennial, but also as value which posi ts value. 

Through the absorption of living labour time and through 

the movement of its own circulation (1n which the movement 

of exchange is posited as its own, as the inherent process 

of objectified labour), it relates to itself as positing 
56 

new value." Moreover, as the subject of the process it 

strains to transcend its own historical limitation. It 

constantly posits itself as value in search of surplus 

value. Thus, remaining with the abstract category, Marx 
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says: "By descrihing its circle it expands itself as the 

subject of the circle and thus describes a self-expanding 
57 

circle, a spiral." 

The incarnation of th is categorical system, the 

substantiation of this transcendental subjectivity, the 

materialization of the capitalist mode of production, is 

described as a positive historical force as follows: "Just 

as production founded on capital creates universal 

industriousness on one side i.e. surplus labour, 

value-creating labour - so does it create on the other side 

a system of general exploitation of the natural and human 

qualities, a system of general utility, utilising science 

itself just as much as all the physical and mental 

qualities, while there appears nothing higher in itself, 

nothing legitimate for itself, outside this circle of 

social production and exchange. Thus capital creates the 

bourgeois society, and the universal appropriation of 

nature as well as of the social bond itself by the members 

of society. Hence the great civilizing influence of 

capital; its production of a stage of society in 

com par is on to wh ich all ea rlie r ones appear as mere local 

developments of humanity and as nature idolatry. For the 

first time, nature becomes purely an object for human kind, 
58 

etc ••• " For Marx, capitalism accomplishes an historically 

unparalleled transformation of social conditions, and 

inaugurates a process of transformation that strives to 

overcome every obstacle to its own expansion. 
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Considered as a negative category, meanwhile, capital 

denotes overproduction. For the political economists, 

committed theoretically to a schedule of tautologies, the 

problem is illusory: since supply must always equal demand. 

As Marx explained, however, orthodox analysis rested upon a 

mode of abstraction tha t precluded the d is cover y of 

anomalies. In this case, because the peculiarities of the 

circuit of capitalist exchange remained a closed book, 

political economy could not recognize the phenomenon of 

overproduction as the result of an in-built constraint on 

(value) realization. Of fundamental significance, says 

Marx, is the fact that: "the demand created by the 

productive labourer can never be adequate demand, because 

it does not go to the full extent of what he produces. If 

it did, there would be no profit, consequently no motive to 
60 

employ him." It is here that the predisposition to 

overproduction is located by Marx. Imbalance propels the 

system. The labourer receives only part of the realizable 

value of his product, the capitalist contracts to take the 

remainder, some of which he appropriates as profit. Before 

the circuit of capital has been initiated, therefore, a 

decision has been made to withhold a measure of realizable 

value (some surplus), at the realization phase. The end 

point of the circuit for capital is not realization but 
61 

production, or extended reproduction. Capital postpones 

realization, in perpetuity. At the realization phase, 

therefore, there is an inevitable disequilibrium. On one 

side of the equation, on the demand side, the 
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worker may realize his proportion of exchange value, the 

capitalist however will not realize his share of the value 

generated in production; on the supply side of the 

equation, meanwhile, there stands apr 0 d u c t wh i c h is 

irreducibly the objective representation of the total value 

g en era ted in pro d u c t ion but wh i c h val u e is now dis t rib ute d 

between the factors of labour and capital. 

The problem of overproduction, then, is attributable to the 

overall structure of production that manoeuvers itself into 

an impasse at the moment of realization. The contradiction 

between production and realization is not a general effect 

of economic production but a problem specific to production 

dominated by the logic of capital. Nor is the 

contradiction between production and consumption ever a 

local economic difficulty; it is a constitutional 

structural fa ul t. That is why Marx is scornful of the 
62 

orthodox response: tinkering with the money supply. In 
63 

fact, says Marx, the "great thunderstorms" of 

overproduction proclaim the limit of capitalist production. 

Those difficulties that obstruct the realization of value; 

those difficulties designated (not without interesting 

ideological resonances) by the misnomer of overproduction, 

are symptomatic of the fourfold limit imposed by capitalist 

production. In explanation, Marx formulates the basic 

contradiction between production and realization at four 

levels of generality. (1) Capital will not provide the 

labourer with the value of his product, or: it p,refers to 
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pay him a 'necessary' rather than an adequate remuneration. 

Th ism e a n s t hat the 1 abo u r e r s' de man dis n eve r ad e qua tea t 

the moment of realization. (2) Capital will not mobilize 

the forces of production except to generate surplus value. 

Where the level of profit is absent, th ere is no 

production. (3) Capital will not part with its product 

except in exchange for money: which means tha t it 

distinguishes absolutely between neeci and monetary demand 

and dislocates need and production. (4) Capital will not 

produce use-values except as representatives of exchange 

values. The economy is subjugated to the production of the 
64 

commodity form. 

Speculating on the transcendence of the limit of capitalist 

produc tion, Marx says: "when the limited bourgeois form is 

stripped away, what is wealth other than the universality 

of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive 

forces etc., created through universal exchange? The full 

development of human mastery over the forces of nature, 

those of so-called nature as well as of humanity, our 

nature ? ••••••• the development of all human powers as 
65 

such ••••• not measured on a predetermined yardstick?" 

Equally fundamental to the structure of production that 

political economy regards ultimately as an incomprehensible 

natural force, 1s the category of labour. Labour, as such, 

labour in general, Marx recognizes as human effort that 

produces use values intended for consumption. It is 
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activity that confers upon raw material a form appropriate 

to the satisfaction of need. By way of a general 

definition there is this: "Labour is the living form-giving 

fire; th i6gS , 
temporality, as their formation by living time." Labour is 

it is the transitoriness of the i r 

the human power to conjure up the object of its desire in 

an inhospitable environment. Moreover, systematically, or 

viewed processually, labour has the capacity to preserve 

and augment use values in succesive infusions of energy and 

purpose. "Material as well as form, substance like form is 

preserved by further labour - preserved as use-value, until 

they obtain the form of use-value as such, whose use is 

consumption. It is therefore already a part of the simple 

production process that the earlier stage of production is 

preserved by the later, and that positing 
67 

the higher use 

val ue pres erves the old ••• " Las tly, in terms of th is mos t 

abs tract category, use value, whether as raw material, 

instrument of labour or finished product, appears as a 

means at the disposal of labour. 

Ma rx, however, is no t conce rned wi th labour, as such, bu t 

with labour as it is posited by capital: with wage labour. 

With regard to 'labour,' the gravamen of his critique is 

that social labour subsists as the negation of the general 

category. His analysis, at this fina'l phase, recalls the 

demonstration that capital is the cardinal principle of a 

universalized system of exchange; it also carries forward 

the insight that capital denotes an historical not an 
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absolute mode of production of social wea 1 th • 

Subsequently, Marx stresses that labour must perform its 

function in an historical context dominated by the logic of 

capital, so that: "to the extent that labour steps into 

this relation, this relation exists not for itself, but for 

capital; labour itself has become already a moment of 
68 

capital." Wit h in the 8 epa ram e t e r 8, Ma r xis de t e r min edt 0 

break through the conventional aversion to the historical 

and to elucidate the principle of contemporary social 

labour. The first general implication of the supremacy of 

capital that he registers, is this: that "as use-value, 

labour belongs to the capitalist; it belongs to the worker 
69 

merely as exchange value." The second general implication 

is this: that "as ongoing labour it is itself already 

incorporated in capital, and a moment of the same. 

preserving force of labour therefore 
70 

appears as the 

This 

self 

preserving force of capital." Finally, on this rarified 

1 eve 1 , Ma r x ins is t s t hat the r u leo f cap ita 1 imp 1 i e s a 

separation between the worker and all those use values, the 

raw material, instrument of production and the finished 

product, that appeared in abstraction as his means of 

subsistence. 

From this point onward, Marx merely amplifies his analysis 

in order to discover the secret significance of the histor-

ical category of wage labour. What is clear, from the 

outset, is that capital posits labour as wage-labour; that 

tha t by no means se 1 f -ex plana tory cond i tion 0 f ca pi ta lis t 
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production has to be made logically transparent. To begin 

with, therefore, it must be remembered that capital sets 

labour in motion to generate exchange value: "as components 

of capital, the use values thus obtained from labour are 
71 

exchange values." What this presupposes is the existence 

of a specific relation between use-value and exchange-

value. As Marx explains: "The relation of necessary labour 

time to the superfluous (such as it is, initially, from the 

standpoint of necessary labour) changes with the different 

stages in the development of the productive forces. In the 

less productive stages of exchange, people exchange nothing 

more than their superfluous labour time th is is the 

measure of their exchange, which therefore extends only to 

superfluous products. In production resting on capital, 

the existence of necessary labour time is conditional on 
72 

the crea tion of superf luous labo'ur time." Th is argumen t is 

developed at another point where it is said: "capital 

forces the workers beyond necessary labour to surplus 

labour. Only in this way does it realize itself and create 

surplus value. But on the other hand, it posits necessary 

labour only to the extent and in so far as it is surplus 

labour and the latter is realizable as surplus value. It 

posits surplus 

necessary •••• 

labour then as the condition of the 

As soon as it cannot posit value, it does 
73 

not posit necessary labour." 

Where capital posits wage labour the presumption of a 

natural relation between mere and exchange value must be" 
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relinquished. Marx emphasizes th ree aspects of the 

con d i t ion in wh i c h wag e 1 abo u r pro d u c e s sur p 1 us val u e for 

capital. "Firstly" he says "surplus value or the surplus 

product are nothing but a specific sum of objectified 
74 

living labour •••• " Sec 0 n d 1 y: "t h epa r tic u 1 a r for m s wh i c h 

this value must adopt in order to realize itself anew, i.e. 

to posit itself as capital on the one side as raw 

material and instrument, on the other as subsistence goods 

for labour during the act of production are likewise, 
75 

therefore only particular forms of surplus value itself." 

Th i r d 1 y, " Th e pro d u c t 0 f lab 0 u rap pea r s as a Ii e n pro per t y , 

as a mode of existence confronting living labour as 

independent, as value in its being for itself; the product 

of labour, objectified labour, has been endowed by living 

labour with a soul of its own, and establishes itself 

opposite living labour as an alien power: both these 

situations are themselves the product of labour. Living 

labour therefore now appears from its own standpoint as 

acting within the production process in such a way that, as 

it realizes itself in the objective conditions, it 

simultaneously repulses this realization from itself as an 

alien reality •••• This realization process is at the same 

time the de-realiza tion process of labour •••• because the 

whole of real wealth, the world of real value and likewise 

the real conditions of its own realization are posited 
76 

opposite it as independent existences." Thus the relation 

of use value to exchange value, of necessary labour to 

superfluous labour, characteristic of capitalism is 
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log i call y the i n v e r s e 0 fan a t u r a 1 sIt u a t ion i n wh i c h use 

val u e de t e r min e s sur p 1 us val u e and in wh i c h sur p 1 us -1 abo u r 

is contingent upon necessary labour. 

Bluntly, Marx urges, the secret of wage labour is that it 

Is the regulative principle, the modus operandi, of an 

historically specific form of property relation. " The 

greater the extent to which labour objectifies itself, the 

greater becomes the objective world of values which stands 
77 

opposite as alien alien property." The laws of 

cap ita Ii s t pro due t i on, wh 0 s e log i c i 8 dis c ern i b 1 e in the 

categories of political economy, are shown by Marx to 

express abstractly the rationale of a practical philosophy 

which actualizes and presides over a particular property 

relation. As such, capitalism attests to the annulment of 

simpler, more natural, property relations. In fact, the 

supremacy of capital is said to presuppose that in 

historical terms: "the right of property undergoes a 

dialectical inversion, 80 that on the side of capital it 

becomes the right to an alien product or the right of 

property over alien lahour ••• and on the side of labour it 

becomes the duty to relate to one's own labour or to one's 

o wn pro due t a 8 to ali e n pro per t y • •• the rig h t 0 f pro per t y 

originally appeared to be based on one's own labour. 

Pro pe r ty now appe ars as the r igh t to alien labour and as 

the impossibility 
78 

product." 

of labour appropriating its own 
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More precisely, looked at more minutely, wage labour is the 

me c han ism wh ere b y c 1'\ pit alp e r pet u ate sit s elf as" com man d 
79 

over alien labour." I tis the c ci n t r i van c e wh ere bye a pit a 1 

situates or deposits the bearers of labour power, the 

populations whose energy it transforms into value, entirely 

outside those processes that produce social wealth. In 

Marx's own words: "The worker (therefore) sells labour as a 

simple, predetermined exchange value, determined by a 

previous process ••• " (i • e • he enters the production 

process entirely on its terms which have a socio-historical 

authority and exercise a direct and undifferentiated 

compulsion over him) "he sells labour itself as 

objectified labour, i.e. he sells labour only in so far as 

it already objectifies a definite amount of labour, hence 

in so far as its equivalent is already measured, given; 

capital buys it as living labour, as the general productive 

force of wealth; activity which increases wealth. It is 

clear therefore that the worker cannot become rich in this 

exchange, since, in e.xchange for his labour capacity as a 

fixed, available magnitude, he surrenders its creative 
80 

power, like Esau his birthright for a mess of pottage. " 
Labour power is incorporated by the process of capitalist 

production but the individual who supplies that labour 

p owe r is re fused access to the soc ia 1 weal th to wh ich his 

effort contributes. It is as, such, in the sense tha t the 

logic of wage-labour effects this alienation that Marx 

nominates wage-labour as the only real and indispensable 

precondition of capitalist production. It is 
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in the light of this knowledge that Marx disparages the 

"illusion that the capitalist in fact practised self-denial 

- and became capitalist thereby a demand and a notion 

which only made any sense at all in the early period while 

81 
capital was emerging from feudal etc. relations." Confid-

ent in tha t knowledge, he comments, similarly: .. th e 

condition that the capitalist in order to posit himself as 

capital, must bring values into circulation which he 

c rea ted wit h his 0 wn 1 abo u r or by some other means, 

excepting only already, available, previous wage labour 

belongs among the antediluvian conditions of capital, 

belongs to its historic presuppositions, Which precisely as 

such historic presuppositions, are past and gone and hence 

be long to the h is tory of its forma tion, bu t in no way to 

its contemporary his tory, i.e. not to the real system of 
82 

the mode of production ruled by it etc." All of which is 

covered by the general conclusion: that where the product-

ion process is dominated by the logic of capital that 

"process, in and by itself, posits the real objective 

conditions of living labour (namely, material in which to 

realize itself, and accessories with which to stoke the 

flame of living labour capacity ••• ) 
83 

and posits them as 

alien, independent existences." Or, repetitively: it is 

integrally true of the structure of capitalist production 

that it perpetually reconstructs as its fundamental 

precondition the historically unique system of wage-labour. 

The capitalist mode of production, then, is understood not 
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to depend upon any logic but its own. It 'reconstitutes in 

the present all that it needs of the past. What it retains 

in historic detail owes its survival entirely to the 

exigencies of the present. This is a principle fully 

appreciated by Althusserian structuralism. However, 

structuralism completely overlooks the not inconsiderable 

r e 8 u Ito f Ma r x ' she r men e uti c con s t r u c t ion 0 f the log i c 0 f 

capital, namely: that he was thereby enabled to review 

economic h is to ry and to ex tra pol ate fr om the s truc tu re of 

capitalism to a disillusioned, demystifying history of 

property relations. The relation of labour to its 

conditions of production under capitalism is tha t of 

s upe rannua ted aliena tion. Under capitalism Marx writes: 

"The objective conditions of living labour appear as 

separated, independent 
84 

values opposite living labour 

capacity." Now, it follows from that fact, Marx insists, 

that the historical route to the present must have been a 

debacle, a rampage which ensured that populations tied 

productively to the land were disinherited. 

Historically, Marx writes, on a trajectory neglected by 

s t ruc tura 1 ism: "What we are conce rned wi th is th is: the 

relation of labour to capital, or to the objective 

conditions of labour as capital; presupposes a process of 

history which dissolves the various forms in which the 
85 

worker is a proprietor, or in which the producer works." 

In an equivalent construction, Marx says: "The formula of 

capital, where living labour relates to the raw material as 
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well as to the instrument and to the means of subsistence 

required during labour, as negatives, as not-property, 

includes, first of all, not-land-ownership, or negation of 

the situation in which the working individual relates to 

land and soil, to the earth as his own, i.e. in which he 
86 

works, produces, as proprietor of the land and soil." 

Subsequently, Marx announces that the 'formula of capital' 

also supposes dissolution of the guild system, whose craft 

w 0 r k po sit edt h e wo r k era sown e r 0 f the instrument of 
87 

production, though the raw material was already forfeit. 

The reality of capitalist relations, however, implies "the 

process of dissolution, which turns a mass of individuals 

of a nation etc. into free wage labourers •••••• 

individuals forced solely by their lack of property to sell 
aa 

their labour." The his tory of proper ty is the proces s of 

trans forma tion tha t ef fec ts "comple te diss 01 u t ion of the 
a9 

ties between the workers and the conditions of production." 

If, from the standpoint of capital, history has delivered 

the mas s es in to the condi tion of free labour; f rom the 

standpoint of labour, history has been a process of 

dislocation, dispossession, demoralization and devastation. 

Capitalism, for Marx represents a culminatory point in this 

drama of expropriation, since it is in the relation of wage 

labour that the worker loses possession of the use value 

of his labour power. "Wha t the worker exchanges wi ~h 

capital is his labour itself (the capacity of disposing 
90 

over it); he divests himself of it." 
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Conclusion: From the Grundrisse to Capital 

The Grundrisse contains Harx's critique of the texts of 

political economy. Th a t work records Ma rx' s he rmeneu tic 

confrontation with the premisses and predicates of 

nineteenth century economic theory: it chronicles the 

discovery of a new knowledge imprisoned by the prejudices 

of an authoritative framework. The Grundrisse details the 

success of critical activity over epistemological 

convention in strictly logical terms; and in so doing it 

pro v ide s the 0 n 1 y r e Ii a b lea c c () un t 0 f how Ma r x a t t a i ned a 

philosophical position from which he could write Capital, 

and submit there a systematic and comprehensive knowledge 

of the objective dialectic of capitalist production. In 

other words, understanding of Capital, and of Capital Vol. 

I in particular, is only possible where the Grundrisse is 

recognized as comprising the necessary theoretical 

groundwork. It mus t be appreciated that the knowledge 

generated critically in the Grundrisse was transcribed in 

the form of the objective dialectic of capitalism in Marx's 
91 

mas terpiece. 

Thus, the two thematic figures dominating Capital Vol I 

were constructed in the Grundrisse. 'nle structure of the 

objective dialectic that emerges in Capital is developed 

along two dimensions; firstly, structurally, the laws of 

capitalist production which were deduced in the Grundrisse 

appear subsequently only in the shape of an implacable 

objectivity; secondly, genetically, the history of property 
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relations was similarly deduced in the Grundrisse, but is 

also considered in Capital Vol I, entirely, as the real 

process of primitive accumulation that necessarily preceded 

capitalism. In its final form, the critique of political 

economy combines a comprehensive knowledge of the logic and 

structure of capitalist production and a condemnation of 

the objective repercussions of that logic and structure. 

Capital Vol I is simultaneously an account of the "economic 
92 

law of motion of modern society" and a demystification of 

the pre-history of modern society. From Chapter 25 onward 

Marx expands upon his observation that for political 

economy: "as soon as the question of property is at stake 

it becomes a sacred duty to proclaim the standpoint of the 

nursery tale as the one thing fi t for all age groups and 

all stages of development. In actual history, it is a 

notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, 

in fact force, play the greatest part. In the tender 

annals of pol i tical economy. the idyll ic reigns from time 
93 

immemorial." 

The connection between the two central theoretical figures 

of Capital Vol I becomes intelligible only 1n the light of 

the hermeneutic of the Grundrisse. Me thodolog ieall y, the 

Grundr1sse holds the key. The corollary is this: that 

Capital does not signal the philosophic victory of 

materialist metaphysics. Nor, methodologiealy, though he 

claims to offer an unimpeachable objective knowledge, does 

Marx rely upon the protocols of empirical science, however 
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defineci. The critique of political economy is not the 

result of a scientific method of man-watching: observation, 

experimentation, empirical verification, play no part. 

Neither can Capital be said to be the end-product of an 

epistemologically vindicated science of historical 

materialism, of an irreproachable variant of economic 

determinism. In fa c t, Ma r x doe s not sub s c rib e tor e a lis m , 

where realism is the generic name for the epistemological 

prejudice; for what Adorno calls identitarian thinking: the 

claim variously made for knowledge, that it represents the 

94 
real exhaustively. Marx's thought runs counter to that 

whole dominant trend. Capital presents a knowledge (in the 

shape of the laws of capitalist production) that 

systematically misrepresents the real. 

Least of all does Marx resort to naturalism. Without doubt 

he clouded the issue when he wrote that economic 

d eve lopmen t was to be regarded as a "process of na tura 1 

history." As Adorno explains, however, the allus ion to 

nat u r all a ws i s no t to be un de r s too d 1 i t era 11 y: " I e as t 0 f 

all is it to be ontologized in the sense of a design, 

whatever its kind, of so-called "man" - this is confirmed 

by the strongest motive behind all Marxist theory: that 
95 

those laws can be abolished." Nevertheless, Adorno 

continues, Marx was aware and meant to convey the 

conviction that the objective dialectic of capitalist 

production, describes "a law of motion for the unconscious 
96 

society." This interpretation is borne out in Marx's 
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descriptions of the existential horizon defined by capital 

for both capitalist and worker. Of the capitalist he says: 

" the immanent laws of capitalist production manifest 

themselves in the external movement of the individual 

capitals, assert themselves as the coercive laws of 

competition, and therefore enter into the consciousness of 

the individual capitalist as the motives which drive him 
97 

forward ••• " Of the workers he says: "The advance of 

capitalist production develops a working class which by 

education, tradition and habit looks upon the requirements 
98 

of that mode of production as self-evident natural laws." 

In short, Marx raised the spectre of a possible, practical 

transcendence of natural history. 

I tis e sse n t i a 1 to an un de r s tan din g 0 f Ma r x ' s met hod 0 f 

enquiry to turn to the Grundrisse. The answer to that 

methodological question cannot be found in Capital. It is 

available only in the Grundrisse and in similar exploratory 

works like the Theories of Surplus Value, which record 

Marx's explorations in the texts of political economy and 

outline the process of transformation that contemporary 

knowledge in the field underwent at Marx's hands. "The 

footnote apparatus II Alfred Schmidt observes,"especially in 

Volume I of Capital, contains a record of the residues of 

these studies. Their results disappeared into Marx's 

s y s t em as the wo r k 0 fat ail 0 r dis a p pea r sin t 0 a fin ish e d 
99 

coat." For an ins igh t into the enigma of the 

methodological criteria of the critique of political 
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economy, therefore, it is necessary to look behir:td the 

footnotes, as it were, to return to the primary sphere of 

intellectual production. 

An attempt has been made, here, to encapsulate the intent 

of the Grundrisse by insisting that Marx consistently 

levelled his criticism of political economy not only 

against economic theory but simultaneously against the 

practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie. Developing this 

idea a distinction was made between Marx's critiques of the 

analytic and of the dialectic of political 

Subsequently it was argued that the critique 

economy. 

of the 

analytic discovered in political economy 

and unwilling to recognize itself as a 

and, as such, inextricably implicated in 

a theory unable 

positive science; 

the formation of 

objective conditions. Marx discerns in the nominalism of 

political economy a refusal to accept responsibility for 

th e real cons eq uences of the prac t ice tha t s upervis es the 

substantiation of its central categories: a practice over 

which it exercises a significant measure of control. 

Marx's critique of the analytic of political economy also 

refutes the naturalis tic epis temology upon which an 

identity of concept and reality, logic and ontology are 

postulated. Marx's analysis shows that while his 

adversaries regard their categories as unproblematic 

representations of natural phenomena, the materiality of 

those categories, their social existence, implies the 

abrogation of a natural economy. To put this another way: 
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wh i 1 e , il n a 1 y tic a 11 y , political economy claims to know 

reality as Nature, considered as a synthetic knowledge, its 

categories, wage labour, interest and profit, the world 

market, and so on, all presuppose that the natural cycle of 

production and consumption is interrupted and mediated by 
100 

an historically specific categorical relay. 

Th e c r i t i que 0 f the d i ale c tic dis co v e r s t hat the 1 a w s 0 f 

capitalist production are advocated by the political 

economists as the algebraic form of an absolute development 

of productive capacity; whereas in fact, the logic of 

capital issues inexorably in overproduction, which betrays 

its imposition of a precise limit on the production of 

soc i a 1 we a 1 t h • Accord ing to Ma rx, capi talism deno tes "a 

mode of production in which the worker exists to satisfy 

the need of the existing values for realization, as opposed 

to the inverse situation, in which objective wealth is 
101 

there to satisfy the worker\s own need for development." In 

addition, the critique of the dialectic reveals that while 

the history of property is romanticized by political 

economy, the historical precondition of capitalism was a 

process of expropriation. In Capital, Marx remarks that 

the bourgeo is his tor ians cons t rue the ph enomenon of wage 

la bour as "emanc ipa tion from ser f dom and from the fe t te rs 
102 

of the guilds"; but, that they do not write the history of 

property relations in terms of "the transformation of 
103 

feudal exploitation into capitalist exploitation." Most of 

all, Marx insists, it is never admitted that: "The process, 
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(therefore) which creates the capital relation can be 

nothing other than the process which divorces the worker 
104 

from the ownership of the conditions of his own lahour." 

Reconsideration of the argument and intention of the 

Grundrisse is meant to underscore the importance of Marx's 

hermeneutic research. The point being made has an almost 

i d i 0 tic s imp 1 i cit y : i tis t hat Ma r x ' S soc 1 a 1 the 0 r y , h 1 s 

critique of political economy, was originally and 

fundamentally a critique of an extant social theory; it was 

not immediately or straightforwardly a critique of social 

structure. This implies, incidentally, that the methodo-

logical key to Marxist thought is not a base-superstructure 

metaphor. Ultimately, of course, Capital presents an 

indictment of real social conditions. Beforehand, in their 

inception, however, Marx's researches exhaustively delimit 

the th eore t lca 1 scope 0 f the pos i ti ve science, pol i tical 

economy. The Grundrisse proceeds from criticism of 

economic theory to criticism of economic realities, from 
. 

criticism of logical categories to criticism of the 

corresponding social-structural categories of capitalist 

production. To begin with, Marx condemns the economic 

theory of political economy as a knowledge that inevitably 

confounds consciousness in contradiction. Next, he 

condemns the categorical framework of political economy in 

the sense that it designates an irrational society: he 

condemns that framework because its continued existence 

sustains social being in contradiction, because it realizes 
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an antagonistic society. The critique of the analytic of 

political economy discovers its theoretical limit (the 

rea son wh y i tis log i call y, in e v ita b 1 y con t r a d i c tor y ), i n 

its failure to recognize itself as a positive knowledge. 

The critique of the dialectic, which understands political 

economy precisely as a positive science, defines the 

practical or historical limit imposed by that categorical 

configuration. At that second phase in its development, 

Marx's critique delineates the specific categorical 

structure that exists as the objective representative of 

the laws of political economy. The Grundrisse comprehends 

the reality of capitalist society as: dominated by the 

economic imperative represented objectively by the 

capi talis t mode of produc tion. Subsequently, from that 

philosophic position, armed wi th a knowledge of the 

structure of capitalist production, Marx condemns the 

practical limit, determined by that imperative and implicit 

in the laws of political economy, as an affront to the 

developmental potential, to the energy and imagination, of 

mankind. 

For Marx, "Society does not consist of individuals, but 

expresses the sum of interrelations, the relations within 
105 

which these individuals stand." Society understood 

historically, is a certain disposition of individuals, it 

is a categorical framework that subsumes, incorporates and 

excludes individuals: positively, it promotes, directs and 

distributes individual energies; negatively, society 
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dissipates, deforms and denies. Ma r x con c e i v e s 0 f mod ern 

soc i e t y as the po we r 0 f cap i ta 1 to d is po s e 0 f human and 

natural resources. Capital is the transcendental subject 

of modern society. In these terms, Marx repudiates the 

structure of capitalist production. It is in this light 

that he writes: "That monstrosity, the disposable working 

population held in reserve, in misery, for the changing 

requirements of capitalist exploitation, must be replaced 

by the i nd i vidual ma n who is a bs 01 u te ly ava i1a ble for the 

different kinds of labour required of him; the practically 

developed individual, who is merely the bearer of one 

specialized social function, must be replaced by the 

totally developed individual, for whom the different social 

functions are different modes of activity he takes up in 
106 

turn." Capital signifies repression. 

In the manner discussed, Marx's critique of political 

economy extrapolates from a theoretical criticism to a 

substantive criticism of social structure. In a final turn 

of the screw, knowledge of the limitation of the structure 

of capitalist production becomes the basis of a 

re-interpretation of the genesis of that structure. As 

Marx explains, in the Introduction to the Grundrisse: 

"Bourgeois society is the most developed and the most 

complex historic organization of production. The 

categories which express its relations, the comprehension 

of its structure, thereby also allows inSight into the 

structure and the relations of prodUction of all the 
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van ish eli soc i a I for mat ion sou t 0 f wh 0 s e r u ins and e I e men t s 

it huilt itself up, whose partly still unconquered remnants 

are carried along with it, whose mere nuances have 

developed explicit significance within it, etc. Human 

anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape. The 

intimations of higher development among the subordinate 

animal species, however, can be understood only after the 

higher development is already known. The bourgeois society 

thus supplies the key to the ancient etc. But not at all 

in the manner of these economists who smudge over all 

historical differences and see bourgeois relations in all 
107 

forms of society. II 

All that remains to be done is to reiterate that there is 

no epistemological secret formula behind the critique of 

political economy. It must be made clear that Marx's 

ideology critique rests upon an aesthetic principle rather 
108 

than on an epistemological one. This is apparent in Marx's 

reflection and in his speculative philosophy: in his 

he rmeneu ti cs and in his phenomenology. Firstly, 

re flee ti ve ly, in the he rmeneutic rummagings in wh ich Ma rx 

fathomed the unexplicated presuppositions of political 

economy, the precedence of the aesthetic manifests itself 

in the fact that Marx invariably presents not only a 

knowledge but also an inseparable criticism of that 

knowledge. This effect is accurately captured by Ernest 

Ma n del wh e n her e mar k s how Ma r x , ear 1 yin his stu die s , 

grasped Ricardo's labour theory of value, ambivalently, as 
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the "cynical expression of an economic truth" and as "a 

frank recogniti.on of the realities of the capitalist mode 
109 

o f pro d u c t ion, wh i c hot her wr i t e r sse e k to con c e a 1 • " Ma rx 

welcomed Ricardo's theory as an accurate description but he 

deplored the social mechanism that it explained. La te r, 

when the pattern is firmly established, throughout the 

Grundrisse, for example, Marx always offers a knowledge 

wh 0 s e 0 b j e c t i v e imp 1 i cat ion she a b h 0 r s • Methodologically 

the upshot is that the truly enigmatic figure in his 

discourse is Marx's theory of criticism. 

Speculatively, too, the aesthetic principle predominates, 

but in a different way. The knowledge and criticism of the 

laws of capitalist production elaborated reflectively in 

the notebooks, are projected outward in his speculative 

masterpiece. Capital Vol I is in this sense the result of 

a process of cutting and editing for which the Grundrisse, 

at least, supplied what may be compared to the exploratory 

footage of celluloid rushes from which cinematic 

representations of reality emerge. The aesthetic criterion 

appears in Marx's characterization of the objective 

dialectic of the logic of capital: in that it does not 

culminate in an absolutist claim to knowledge, but in an 

appeal to experience. Marx's speculation presents the 

structure of society dominated by capitalism as an affront 

to mankind. Ultimately, he appeals to the contradictory 

experience of his readership as the vindication of his 

criticism of the knowledge and structure that confronts 
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them. The k.nowledge presented in Capital is not submitted 

in the form of an ontology: it is offered an an incitement, 

a provocation. It is expected to sow consternation and 

provide enlightenment. 

In both dimensions it is the aesthetic, the theory of 

criticism, that proves to be the th e 0 ret i call y 

underdeveloped but fundamental factor. Wha t has to be 

explained is the structure of the appeal to experience made 

b Y Ma r x ' s c r i t i que 0 f pol i tic ale con 0 my. Basically, what 

is involved is this: Marx's hermeneutic apprehends the 

categories of consciousness and the categories of social 

being, the logical and the historical, as they are set out 

in political economy, and he declares that they 

systematically misrepresent, suppress and deform individual 

and collective existence. Ma rx unders tands th a t the log i c 

of capital and the structure of capitalist production 

impos e thems el ves upon the minds 0 find i vid uals and 
110 

constrain their social relations. These frameworks are 

comprehended as epistemological and sociological systems 

which claim merely to re pres en t the reality, both 

individual and collective, that they actually subsume and 

arbitrarily deploy. For Marx, these systems presume, 

epistemologically, to arrogate the power of judgment and to 

pre-empt critical thought: and at the same time incline, 

sociologically, to naturalize or mythologize finite social 

conditions, the better to preclude the intrusion of 

oppositional practices. Theoretically, they intrude to 
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establish the horizon of consciousness, just as in practice 

thes e structures establish a political perimeter for 

action. In other words, Marx's critique of ideology 

illustrates how the historical has been contained and 

denied. He discloses a prohibition on judgment, on the 

possibility of extrapolation from experience to knowledge 

or from knowledge to experience; and he documents the 

tyranny of the structure of production over the forces of 

production. Repudiating these tendencies, Marx invites the 

reader, as empirical subject, to examine the gulf between 

knowledge and experience that his criticism evokes; and he 

appeals to the working class, as the empirical subject, to 

whose experience of exclusion and exploitation he aims to 

give theoretical expression. He offers the working class a 

knowledge that will heighten their experience of 

contradiction to the extent that it will become politically 

effective. At that point, however, the methodological 

questions end. 

Economic Determinism and Economic Reductionism 

If Ma r x ' sea r I y soc i a I the 0 r y is vi t i ate d by Feu e r b a c h ' s 

naturalism, by the time he came to compile the material in 

the Gr und r is s e , tha t Fe uerbach ia n in f I uence had been 

completely eradicated. 

Feuerbach in his initial 

Any theoretical dependency upon 

encounter had been outgrown in 

Marx's "second appropriation of Hegel." Similarly, if the 

base-superstructure me taphor 

methodological position, at 
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any stage, it 

Marx's 
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appropriate to a formative stage, since the critique of 

political economy is grounded, not a prioristically in 

materialist metaphysics, but hermeneutically in an intense 

dialogue with contemporary nineteenth century economic 

theory. Marx's sociology emerges in the course of a 

d em 0 n s t rat ion 0 f wh at, log i call y, is r e qui red toe 1 i min ate 

the anomalies and contradictions of political economy. 

Sociologically, the critique of 

nothing to an imbicilic two-tier 

political 

model of 

economy owes 

society. In 

short, if there is an unremitting economic determinism in 

Marx's early social criticism, the same cannot be said of 

his 1 ate r wo r k • To account for the distinctiveness of the 

critique of political economy, without 

"epis temological break" thesis, it 

differentiate economic determinism 

subscribing to the 

is expedient to 

and economic 

reductionism. 

regarded as 

all social 

Accordingly, economic determinism is 

implying mechanistic sociology that explains 

phenomena as effects of economic causes. 

Something resembling a base-superstructure model is 

indicated. Economic reductionism, on the other hand, 

designates not a methodological foible but an historical 

movement. Economic reductionism figures in the critique of 

political economy not as a methodological formula but as a 

substantive theme. It is the central theme of Marx's 

phenomenology of capitalist production. 

Marx's researches represent a tour 

Methodologically, 

de force because 

ultimately they proved capable of comprehending the 

reductive logic of capital in its phenomenological aspect. 
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The socio-historical narrative of Capital recounts the 

reductive effect of the law of value imposed by capitalist 

production. In the fir s t p lac e , Ma r x reI ate s how the 

structure of modern production recognizes individuals 

solely as personifications of economic categories. He 

stresses 

relation 

that the system of wage 

of capital and labour. 

labour pos its the social 

Se cond 1 y, Ma rks ponde rs 

logic of capitalist 

the aggrandisement of 

the social repercussions of the 

production. He emphasizes that 

capital entails the attenuation of the value of labour. He 

observes how the logic and structure of capitalist 

production increasingly marginalize the working population 

in relation to those processes and powers that generate 

soc i a 1 we a 1 t h • 

tendency 

relation. 

to 

In structural terms, Marx registers the 

reduce social relations to an economic 

In historical te rms t Marx envisages a 

centrifugal effect that progressively propels the mass of 

the population beyond the sphere of social production, and 

which deposits them without proprietory rights, as surplus 

population. 

Structurally, the critique of political economy explains 

that the reproduction of capitalism depends upon the 

wages-system. It bee 0 m esc lea r in Ma r x ' sex po sit ion t hat 

by means of the wages-system, capital incorporates 

labour-power without admitting the worker in person, as 

beneficiary, into the production process. The system of 

wage-labour operates to maximize the extraction of 
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unremunerated labour-power. Ideally, it delivers to the 

capitalist all labour-power over and above that required to 

maintain and reproduce the worker as mere wage labour. 

Production is so organized that the worker simultaneously 

realizes and relinquishes the surplus value that engenders 

soc ial weal th. The systematic marginalization accomplished 

through the wages system is described in the Grundrisse 

like this: "all the progress of civilization," Marx writes, 

"or in other words every increase in the powers of social 

production, if you like, in the productive powers of labour 

itself - such as results of science, inventions, division 

and combination of labour, improved means of communication, 

creation of the world market, machinery etc. - enriches not 

the worke r bu t ra the r ca pi ta 1, hence it only magni f ies 
111 

again the power dominating over labour." Making the same 

point in Volume I of Capital, Marx complains that 

production is so organized: "that within the capitalist 

system all methods for raising the social productivity of 

labour are put into effect at the cost of the individual 

worker; that all means for the development of production 

undergo a dialectical inversion so that they become means 

of domination and exploitation of the producers; they 

distort the worker into a fragment of a man, they degrade 

him to the level of an appendage of a machine; they destroy 

the actual content of his labour by turning it into a 

torment; they alienate from him the intellectual 

potentialities of the labour process in the same proportion 

as science is incorporated into it 8S an independent 
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power ••• " 

Succinctly, Marx's analysis announces that the connection 

between capital and labour posited in the wages system 

establishes a property relation. In particular, it reduces 

the worker to mere wage labour; it defines him as possessor 

only of wage-labour. Labour is available to the worker 

only abstractly, as the exchange-value of his labour 

capacity. In short, the worker is "compelled by social 

con d i t ion s to sell the wh ole 0 f his act i vel i fe, his ve r y 

capacity for labour, in return for the price of his 
113 

customary means of subsistence ••• " By implication, so 

Marx proceeds, in view of the structure of contemporary 

produc tion organized under the rule of the law of value, 

the historical genesis of current property relations can 

involve nothing besides the systematic separation of the 

worker from the objective conditions and pre-requisites of 

production. "What does the primitive accumulation of 

capital i.e. its historical genesis, resolve itself into 1" 

Marx answers immediately that: "In so far as it is not the 

direct transformation of slaves and serfs into wage 

labourers, and therefore a mere change of form, it only 

means the expropriation of the immediate producers i.e. the 

dissolution of private property based on the labour of its 
114 

o wne r ." More bluntly, Marx observes that a necessary 

presupposition of wage-labour is "the separation of free 

labour from the objective conditions of its realization -
115 

from the means of labour and the material of labour." 
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Deduction of the historic presupposition of current 

property relations; extrapolation from the present 

structure of the relations of production, is subsequently 

followed through minutely. Separation of the labour force 

from its objective conditions of realization, Marx 

maintains, means: "above all, release of the worker from 
116 

the soil as his natural workshop." At the same time, the 

condition of free labour testifies to the dissolution of 

anything resembling a natural community. The society based 

on communal property must have been superseded. The system 

of wage labour is antithetical to and therefore implies the 

prior "dissolution of small, free landed property as well 

as of communal land ownership resting on the oriental 
117 

commune." The reason is that: "In both forms the worker 

relates to the objective conditions of his labour as to 
118 

his property." Capitalism, in contrast, posits the worker 

without proprietory rights to land or raw material, and it 

propels the collective life of society towards the point 

where it becomes: "The abstraction of a community in which 

the membe r s have no th ing in common but language etc., and 
119 

barely that much ••• " 

Next, Marx explains that wage labour implies for the 

worker: "Dissolution of the relation in whiCh he appears as 
120 

proprietor of the instrument."~ The "essential character of 

the guild-corporation system, ••••• can be resolved into the 

relation to the instrument of production - the instrument 

of labour as property - as distinct from the relation to 
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the earth, to land and soil (to the raw material as such) 
121 

as one's own." For Marx, the skill nurtured by the 

pre-capitalist guild system of production, is strangled by 

capitalism. " Wit h c r aft pro d u c t ion." he wr i t e s .. the m a i n 

concern is the quality of the product and the particular 

skill of the individual worker •••••• With the production 

of capital and from the very outset, the point is not this 

half artistic relation to labour which corresponds 

generally with the development of the use value of labour, 

the development of particular abilities of direct manual 

work, the formation of the human hand etc. The point from 

the outset is mass, because the point is exchange-value and 

surplus value. The principle of developed capital is 
122 

precisely to make special skill superfluous." 

The chain of historic presuppositions of capitalist 

production also includes that of the emergence and 

disintegration of handicraft production, the elementary 

form of factory production. At that stage, the main 

benefit to capital derived from the collective power of the 

workers: brought under the immediate supervision of capital 

and whose productivity was enhanced by the division and 

combination of labour described by Adam Smith. At that 

stage of manufacture, Marx pointed out: "the mode of 

production is not yet determined by capital, but rather 
123 

found on hand by it." Nevertheless, another phase of the 

inexorable estrangement of the workforce from its condition 

of produc t ion is irrever sib ly accom pI ished at tha t stage. 
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As Marx says: liThe association of the workers, as it 

appears in the factory, is (therefore) not posited by them 

but by capital. Vis-a-vis the individual worker, the 

combination appears accidental. He relates to his own 

combination and cooperation with other workers as alien, as 
124 

modes of capital's effectiveness." Personally, the worker 

loses his control of the instrument of labour; collectively 

the workforce is required to surrender control of the 

purpose and direction of the productive apparatus. Factory 

conditions realize the negation of a productive community. 

In time, however, capital's insatiable appetite for surplus 

value effects a truly epochal transformation. It res u1 ts 

in the mechanization which causes a vast diminution in the 

value of wage-labour. "The s trugg 1e be tween the cap i ta lis t 

and the wage-labourer," Marx writes, "starts with the 

existence of the capital relation itself. It rages 

throughout the period of manufacture. But only since the 

introduction of machinery has the worker fought against the 
125 

instrument of labour itself ••• " Capital installs machinery 

as the successor to wage labour. "The instrument of 

labour, when it takes the form of a machine immediately 
126 

becomes a competitor of the wo r ke r hi mB elf. " More 

accurately, automation inaugurates a competition with 

regard to which the worker is not so much ill-equipped as 

ineligible. Mechanization proves irresistible. as the 
127 

"gradual extinction of the English hand-100m weavers" made 

clear. Says Marx: "The wo rking po pula tion ( th ere fo re) 
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produces both the accumulation of capital and the means by 
128 

which it is itself made relatively superfluous ••• " Even 

m 0 res tar k 1 y, h e say s: " Th e de g r e e to wh i c h the mea n s 0 f 

production are means of employment for the workers lessens 

progressively as those means become more extensive, more 
129 

concentrated and technically more efficient." 

With mechanization, the process of expropriation reaches 

its climax. Firstly, the working population is more 

thoroughly de-skilled. "Along with the tool" Marx writes 

"the skill of the worker in handling it passes over to the 

machine. The capabilities of the tool are emancipated from 

the restrictions inseparable from human labour power. This 

destroys the technical foundation on which the division of 

labour in manufac ture was based. Hence, in place of the 

hierarchy of specialized workers that characterizes 

manufacture, there appears, in the automatic factory, a 

tendency to equalize and reduce to an identical level, even 

the kind of work that has to be done by the minders of 
130 

machines." There is a kind of impoverishment accompanying 

this loss of skill whose signature is written across a 

society in which: "in place of the artificially produced 

distinctions between specialized workers it is natural 
131 

differences of age and sex that predominate." Moreover, 

because he is deskilled he is devalued: "The worker becomes 

uns a leab1e , like paper money th rown out of currency by 

legal enac tmen t. The section of the working class thus 

rendered superfluous by machinery, i.e. converted into a 
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part of the population no longer directly necessary for the 

self-realization of capital, either goes under in the 

unequal contest between the old handicraft and 

manufacturing production and the new machine production or 

else floods all the more easily accessible branches of 

industry, swamps the labour market, and makes the price of 

132 
labour fall below its value." 

Obviously, Marx does not condemn mechanization, per see In 

fact, he is inclined to regard its tendency to render wage 

labour obsolete as a propitious portent of the collapse of 
133 

capitalism. Marx's complaint is that under the rule of 

capital, machinery, instead of promoting the general good, 

acts like a centrifuge discharging human labour from the 

active life of society. Not only does mechanized 

production confirm and consolidate capital as alienation of 

raw material, instrument of labour, skill and collective 

purpose; not only does mechanization ensure that the 
134 

relative contribution of the worker becomes infinitesimal. 

Additionally, capital in the form of machinery, 

deliberately applies scientific knowledge to production as 

an esoteric knowledge, even as private property. That is, 

the process of production as it becomes a scientific 

process, neither makes itself intelligible to the worker, 

nor places itself at his disposal. In the one case, Marx 

says: "The science which compels the inanimate limbs of the 

machinery, by their construction, to act purposefully, as 

an au toma ton t does no t ex is t in the worker's cons c iousness 
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but rather acts upon him through the machine as an alien 
135 

power, as the power of the machine itself." In the other 

case, he says: "It is a result of the division of labour in 

manufacture that the worker is brought face to face with 

the intellectual potentialities of the material process of 

production as the property of another and as a power that 

rules over him. This process of separation starts in 

simple cooperation •••• It is complete in large scale 

industry which makes science a potentiality for production 

which is distinct from labour and presses it into the 
136 

service of capital." 

Economically, in its relevance for capital, mechanization 

represents competitive capital's victory over wage-costs 

through magnification of the productivity of labour-time. 

Sociologically, in its relevance for labour, it signals the 

complete alienation of the conditions of production. As a 

result, machine production posits the individual worker as 

helpless and dependent, while it pos i ts the working 

population in its entirety (the ratio of population to 

surplus population) as a function of capital. In other 

words (and this is the last and most general conclusion of 

Marx's phenomenology), automation normalizes and perpet-

uates the formation of surplus population in accordance 

with the imperatives of capitalist production. In explan-

ation: Marx begins by stating, contra Malthus, that there 
137 

are no natural laws of population. Different modes of 
138 

production impose different demographic limits. Wha t is 
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peculiar, in demographic terms to the capitalist mode of 

production, he adds, is that it rlefines surplus population 

by means of two criteria. Firstly, surplus population is 

that population which has been totally expropriated and 

marginalized in the course of the pageant of primitive 

accumulation. Secondly, surplus population is that whose 

labour capacity can find no avenue to its realization. It 

is incorrect, Marx continues, to regard a consumer class or 

leisure class as surplus to requirement; and he notes that 

the political economists properly regard the consumer class 
139 

as a necessary sector. The point is not that surplus 

population does not directly produce its own means of 

subs is tence. Surplus population means surplus labour, 

exclusively; it means labour not required by capital. 

Surplus population denotes labour, the labour of a 

population, which cannot, due to the interdict of capital 

(to the structure of the relations of production that 

represent that prohibition objectively), transform the 

labour necessary to its reproduction into use-value. 

Demographically, the surplus quotum has been evacuated and 

evicted from the sphere of social production and left out 

of account in those processes productive of social wealth. 

This assault on Malthusian population theory and this 

analysis of the demographic effect of capitalist 

production, constitutes Marx's final and most generalized 

criticism of the practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie. 

Under capitalism, he declares, social reproduction is 

333 



fraught with contradiction: the relations of production 

pretend to be and are misrepresented as being deployed at 

an optimal level of efficiency; meanwhile there is every-

where evidence of the barbaric segregation of th e 

population into necessary and surplus sectors. Marx 

explodes the implicit claim of the capitalist mode of 

production to the status of concrete universality. He 

depicts capitalist society as one which maintains a ratio 

of necessary to unnecessary people as a prerequisite of its 

o wn con tin u e d ex i s ten c e • The conditions of the excess 

population may be ameliorated from the revenues of all 

classes but that population remains marginalized. Its 

labour capacities are never exercised, sponsored or 

developed as the necessary condi tion of its own. exis tence. 

In the nineteenth century, when Marx wrote, the production 

of 'supernumeraries' at home prompted emigration, which 

contained the possibility of rehabilitation in the sphere 
140 

of production. In the pos t-co1onia1 era, in the age of 

Immigration Law, the emigration option has been written out 

of the redundant workers' eviction order. Now tech ni c ians 

and the professional classes, the intellectual elite, 

emigrate and circulate in the international labour market. 

However, in the colonial era (and since), Marx observed, 

the workers "are merely following capital, which has itself 
141 

em i g rat e d • " Wh i c h mea n s t hat wh i 1 e colon i z a t ion e f fee ted a 

displacement of overproduction crises, the basic contra-

dictions of capital remained unresolved. The law of 

value, the logic of capital and its concrete structural 
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representative, the capitalist mode of production, 

notwithstanding its ability to displace the effects of 

crises, to insure itself a~ainst every contingency, 

reproduces society as the negation of a community. 

Economic reductionism is a socio-historical power that 

subordinates every consideration to the maximization of 

surplus value. 
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